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Summary

About YWCA

1) YWCA is the leading charity working with the most disadvantaged young women in England and Wales. We run services to support them and campaign with them. We support young women to prevent offending and reduce re-offending. We work holistically which means we look at the whole woman and all the problems and barriers she may face.
2) YWCA’s own work can prevent offending and anti-social behaviour. We would like to work closely with the Youth Crime Action Plan implementation team by offering our centres and staff expertise to help reduce offending amongst the most at risk young women. 

3) In Kirkby, Merseyside, we run an alcohol abuse prevention programme with outreach workers and evening activities. Young women join the programme and stop their substance misuse and offending or anti-social behaviour. Across England and Wales our youth workers at as mentors to young women, including those at risk of offending and our safe, women-only centres attract the trust and participation of the most vulnerable young women. We are part of the Yorkshire and Humber National Offender Management Service (NOMS) ‘Together Women’ programme which has been very successful in reducing offending. We would like to develop similar programmes for young women as part of our work to support the Youth Crime Action Plan.
Gender in the Youth Crime Action Plan

4) Gender is missing from the youth crime action plan. Equal treatment of men and women does not result in equal outcomes. The criminal justice system is still designed for men and is not working for women. The most vulnerable young women are entering the criminal justice system with multiple problems and their needs are not being met. We welcomed the Corston report
 which highlighted the complex needs of women in the criminal justice system. It stated that 

“there needs to be an extension of the network of women’s community centres to support women who offend or are at risk of offending and to direct young women out of pathways that lead into crime.”

We are keen to see these recommendations put in place in both youth services and the youth justice system. We believe the time is right for a significant change in how we treat young women because at present, the system is not working for young women.
5) We agree that permanent exclusion from school should be a trigger for intervention but support for young people needs to start much earlier. Gender must be considered as girls’ exclusion and disengagement from school follows different patterns to boys’. Girls are much less likely to be permanently excluded than boys, so early intervention should be triggered when they first disengage from education. 
6) We are concerned about the proposed non-negotiable support because we have learnt from our experience that support for young women must be tailored to meet their needs. 
How YWCA works

7) YWCA offers women-centred offending reduction programmes which are successful. This is partly because they offer a holistic, women-centred approach and so can deal with young women with multiple needs and complex issues.  
8) YWCA welcomes the Action Plan’s focus on prevention and intervening at an early stage and we fully support the ‘no wrong door’ principle. Our holistic approach aims to make sure there is ‘no wrong door’. We have found that YWCA centres are often an ideal setting for a number of services to deliver because young women come to us because they feel comfortable.

9) We are concerned that the action plan still focuses on young people primarily as offenders and not on them as children and young people in need of support. We also feel that age of criminal responsibility should be raised to 14 years. 
10) YWCA offers intensive, often long term support to young women. We therefore welcome proposals such as the expansion of the Family Nurse Partnerships, support for parents and intensive fostering. 
11) YWCA wholeheartedly supports the use of mentors to support young people leaving custody. We also believe that mentors should be used right from the earliest stages of interventions. Mentors should include trained youth workers who have the complex skills required to deal with vulnerable and troubled young people. YWCA can offer support to the Action Plan to develop the role of mentors.
12) Young women leaving custody are likely to benefit from women-only support. Evidence has shown that women-only spaces help women explore and challenge the things in their life that hold them back, build confidence and self esteem and develop personal skills. 

Introduction to YWCA
13) YWCA is the leading charity working with the most disadvantaged young women in England and Wales. We run services to support them and campaign with them to combat the discrimination they face. We run over 140 programmes in areas of deprivation from Doncaster to Plymouth and from South Wales to Ealing and Dagenham. These include accredited courses like Entry to Employment (E2E), Getting Connected and Young Mums to Be as well as YWCA’s own accredited personal development course ‘Wise Up!’ 

14) Last year we worked with three and a half thousand young women. 19 per cent of those were from BME backgrounds including refugees and asylum seekers. We support young women to prevent offending and reduce re-offending. We work holistically which means we look at the whole woman and all the problems and barriers she may face. We work with her and link to other support services to tackle the things that set young women back. This includes, drug and alcohol problems, mental health problems, domestic violence, unsupportive or abusive families and low skills and lack of self-worth.

15) YWCA is part of the Yorkshire and Humber Together Women Programme (TWP). Our Doncaster women’s centre acts as a drop-in and support centre for women offenders to support them returning to daily life and to prevent re-offending. We also work with women with complex problems who are at risk of offending. The current programme is still working with many women but so far we have a very low re-offending rate of 13 per cent, the national average is 64 per cent.

General comments on the youth crime action plan

Gender is missing
16) YWCA believes that women and men are different and so equal treatment of men and women does not result in equal outcomes. The criminal justice system is still designed for men and is not working for women. The most vulnerable young women are entering the criminal justice system with mental health problems, histories of violence and abuse, low educational attainment and backgrounds of poverty. These needs are not being met and the system is not helping young women break the cycle of disadvantage and offending.
17) We welcomed the Corston report
 which highlighted the complex needs of women in the criminal justice system. It stated that 

“there needs to be an extension of the network of women’s community centres to support women who offend or are at risk of offending and to direct young women out of pathways that lead into crime.”

We are keen to see these recommendations put in place in both youth services and the youth justice system. We believe the time is right for a significant change in how we treat young women because at present, the system is not working for young women.

18) Women-centred offending reduction programmes work.
 These combined with a holistic approach, which brings together a wide range of interventions, are better suited to dealing with young women with multiple needs and complex issues.
 They should be used with offenders and those at risk of offending.

19) YWCA is concerned that the Action Plan does not include a gender analysis. Young women in the criminal justice system are a minority which often leads to their needs being overlooked. Many will be young people in distress and in need of support. Many have histories of sexual and physical abuse that have impacted significantly on their offending behaviour. Many will have come from chaotic homes and lack the support they need. YWCA is concerned that the most vulnerable young women and those with a disproportionate amount of problems are ending up in the criminal justice system. We are also concerned of the over-representation of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) young women in the criminal justice system.
 
Vulnerable young people
20) We are concerned that the action plan still focuses on young people primarily as offenders and not on them as children and young people in need of support. Considering the high rates of mental health problems and histories of abuse we feel that tackling the vulnerability and complex problems of children and young people should be the priority. We welcome the increased emphasis on prevention work and support and encourage the action plan to invest more resources in these programmes.

Age of criminal responsibility

21) The age of criminal responsibility in England and Wales is 10 years old and this is one of lowest in Europe.  We believe that identifying criminal responsibility at such an early age contributes significantly to the punitive response to young people who break the law.  The recently published report by the UN Convention on The Rights of the Child recommends that the age be raised to a level which matches international standards.  We feel that the age of criminal responsibility should be raised to 14 years.  

Case study – YWCA Kirkby, preventing young women’s alcohol abuse and linked offending and anti-social behaviour

In Kirkby, YWCA has a young women’s centre and from there we run an outreach project. On a Friday and Saturday night Kirkby park fills with young people getting drunk. Young women can be seen ‘off their faces’ completely intoxicated and unable to stand. The police do come along to move young people on but unfortunately this often results in young women being moved into less populated, poorly lit areas where older men hang out and there are often fights and illegal or risky activities, putting the young women in very high risk situations.  

YWCA outreach youth workers go into the park and chat to young women. They may take leaflets or tell them about the kind of things YWCA does. Young women will be invited to come into the centre and join a YWCA group, rather than hanging out and drinking which inevitably leads to anti-social behaviour and, at times, offending. The programme on offer usually runs for 6 weeks. Here, young women engage in a range of fun activities, like making cards or fundraising for charity, to demonstrate that there are alternative ways of spending time other than drinking to get drunk and hanging out in risky areas. Young women achieve goals and learn new things.  This grows their sense of self worth and esteem.  
Chapter 1

Dealing with unacceptable behaviour

Young women’s invisibility – girls in gangs

22) YWCA welcomes current moves to reduce gang and knife crime and to offer mediators and street based support to gangs. Girls rarely form gangs but some do attach themselves to male gangs. YWCA is concerned that there is little evidence on girls and gangs and so the young women involved are largely invisible in the current political climate. Data collection is of course very hard to do as young women in gangs are some of the most excluded from society. Small scale interviews indicate that young women in gangs have often experienced violence or sexual abuse and have got involved with drugs as well as gangs.
 Many young women in gangs turn to violence because they feel powerless or because they have experienced high levels of abuse of all kinds.
 Some girls may join male gangs and become violent as a form of protection or expression of anger. Others may use their sexuality to gain status. They may be at risk of gang rape or try to become the girlfriend of the most powerful male for protection. Some get rejected by the group for being promiscuous, leaving them isolated and with no social structures, often at risk of drug abuse and further sexual exploitation through prostitution. 

Operation Stay safe

23) YWCA supports the proposed expansion of Operation Stay Safe but we emphasise that young people must be moved on only when necessary and only on to a safe place. In the past we have come across a number of case studies of young women being moved on to places that increase their exposure to risk. It is also important to only move on young people if they are at risk or being anti-social. Young people have a right to ‘hang out’ in their local area.

Case Study – YWCA Bilston

YWCA spoke to a group of young women in the Wolverhampton area who told us that there had been a flasher in their nearby park where they all like to hang out. Their parents naturally insisted that they no longer went to the park and that they had to hang out on the local streets, where they were nearer their homes and overlooked by neighbours. Sadly their activities resulted in complaints from residents and they were served with an Antisocial Behavioural Order prohibiting them from gathering on the streets. This left them with nowhere to go and nothing to do. It also drove them to hang out in unsafe places, for example other parks and unpopulated industrial areas.

One young woman told us how her local anti-social behaviour order had made her more difficult, disruptive and uncooperative with the police as she resented having such an approach to her activities.
Chapter 2

• What are the most effective ways for local agencies to increase further their focus on prevention and early intervention?

24) YWCA welcomes the focus on prevention and intervening at an early stage. YWCA’s own delivery is always holistic and we work in close partnership with other local services. We fully support the ‘no wrong door’ principle. We have found that YWCA centres are often an ideal setting for a number of services to deliver. Young women come to us because they feel comfortable, they are in an informal setting and do not feel judged. There is childcare available, if needed, and there is onsite counselling or one-to-one support as well as group support from peers. We would like to work closely with the Youth Crime Action Plan implementation team by offering our centres and staff expertise to help reduce offending amongst the most at risk young women.
25) YWCA welcomes the expansion of the Family Nurse Partnerships as these were something we called for in our RESPECT young mums campaign. We also support expansion of support for parents. Again we would encourage services to make such support available in a number of various locations to meet the needs of parents. For example, parents that had problems in school as teenagers are likely to be uncomfortable coming into a school setting and talking openly about their problems. Other parents may have younger children that need caring for whilst they attend a parenting session and so childcare facilities are required.

Permanent exclusion as a trigger for intervention
26) We agree that permanent exclusion from school should be a trigger for intervention but support for young people needs to start much earlier. A young person who has been permanently excluded will need of a lot of support to avoid offending behaviour. Support and prevention should come at a much earlier stage, when young people first show signs of being at risk of offending or disengaging from education.

27) Gender must be considered because girls’ exclusion and disengagement from school follows different patterns to boys’. Girls are much less likely to be permanently excluded than boys; girls represent just 21 per cent of permanent exclusions from school nationally,
 and so may not get picked up by the permanent exclusion trigger. Early intervention should be triggered when they first disengage from education as most disengage and leave school, rather than being excluded for bad behaviour. With this in mind, other triggers for support need to be identified and should be put in place at earlier stages.

28) Many more girls are removed from class informally or for fixed periods.
 Ofsted figures show that just over 3,000 girls - 1% of the total - went "missing" from their final year of education in 2002-3. Girls’ disengagement from school or self-exclusion, where girls have ‘opted out’ of school, is often a very hidden and invisible problem. Physical and emotional withdrawal problems among girls, including anxiety and depression, are more easily overlooked than ‘acting out’ behaviour among boys.
 Whilst boys tend to disrupt and make a noise about their disengagement, girls often channel their problems internally. They withdraw and become quiet. This makes it particularly hard for teachers to pick up on the problem and tackle it. These girls often miss out on the extra funding and provision for excluded pupils that is available and are not picked up by the early intervention projects they need.
Gender in prevention
29) To be effective services need to put more investment into preventative work targeted at vulnerable young women. Funding should allow for innovative approaches like self-esteem building, assertiveness, coping strategies and women-only programmes. It is important to note that young women can be put off from taking part in preventative and support activities by a majority male group.
30) Many young women internalise their problems rather than manifesting them through poor and disruptive behaviour. This means that support professionals may only see the problems when they appear as self-harm, disengagement and absence from school and leisure activities. Such problems for young women often lead on to substance misuse, risky relationships and offending behaviour. The early signs must not be overlooked as they are signs that something is wrong and will lead to more negative outcomes.
Case study – Intervening at the right stage

In 2006 YWCA spoke to some young mums in Northampton, many of whom had been arrested more than once in their younger teens. When asked how to tackle bad behaviour one young woman said, ‘Don’t let them off, deal with them properly’. We asked whether she meant that they should receive harsher punishments.
‘No’ she replied, ‘every time I came into the police station they told me not to be naughty and let me go. I kept getting into trouble and each time I ended up in the police station it was the same. Don’t do it again and go home. It kept happening. They should have held on to me and found out what was going on, what was happening to me, because I just kept going through the same process again and again and nobody noticed me’.
Why young women offend
31) For young women, low level offending and the early stages of such behaviour are often linked to loneliness or having nothing else to do. Young women tell us that they end up hanging out on the streets because they have nowhere to go and nothing to do – this leads them to drinking and anti-social behaviour – which sometimes develops into crime. 

32) Factors that can influence bad behaviour include alcohol and drugs, which in themselves are often indicators of hidden problems for young women.
  As one young woman in West Kent told us 

33) “When you’re bored you often turn to drink and drugs and they can often make you violent and you end up fighting with people … I think if there was things to do then you wouldn’t turn to drugs and you wouldn’t turn to drink.”

34) Young women in hostel accommodation and some young mothers tell us they get very lonely – they are often placed away from their usual social groups and neighbourhoods. This makes them more vulnerable to exploitation. Some young women find that the friendly faces they first meet are actually after something else, soon they are being asked to store stolen goods or transport and/or try out drugs. 

35) In YWCA’s experience, young women who offend often lack hope for the future and see nothing better for themselves in their lives. Many young women are still growing up in deprived estates. In areas where unemployment and poverty are high there is little to look forward to or hope for. Crime can be the norm and a way of surviving. Young women lack positive role models and instead see examples of adults who regularly commit crimes. 
36) When a young woman commits a crime we need to ask what is happening in her life to make her so disengaged from her community. Crime and antisocial behaviour usually has roots in other negative influences in a young woman’s life. When a young woman shows signs of difficult behaviour support services should work with her and get to the cause of it. Antisocial behaviour should be seen as a warning sign that something else is happening in her life. This could be physical, emotional or sexual abuse, substance abuse or unrecognised mental health problems or growing up in poverty. 

37) We welcome the commitment to transforming youth services and investing in weekend activities. YWCA believes that more projects like our Kirkby outreach programme (page 4) can help young women get off the streets and away from the risk of offending. 
38) Some of the most vulnerable young women are at a pivotal point in their lives when they offend, they have often hit rock bottom. What happens to them in the criminal justice system is likely to determine outcomes over their lifetime. It is often the case that these young women are the most in need of support and help to change, rather than punishment and a return to the same troubled lives they already had. It is clear that young women need preventative measures and support before punishment. 

Family support
39) YWCA supports the expansion of the Family Nurse Partnerships to support vulnerable families in the early years. We do not, however, believe that one professional can deliver all the services a new family need and so encourage these partnerships to link closely with other support services.

Non-negotiable support

40) We are concerned about the proposals for non-negotiable support because we have learnt from our experience that support needs to be tailored to meet the needs of disadvantaged young women and should be different to the support offered to other groups in society. Support can only be non-negotiable if there are a reasonable amount of options available to a young woman and if they are actually relevant to her needs. It is particularly important that vulnerable young women, including many who have experienced violence or been abused are not forced to take up support in a situation they feel uncomfortable with. YWCA recommends offering women-only support services and interventions that address relationships, violence and abuse, mental and physical health and can be offered in conjunction with childcare and parenting support for the young mothers in the criminal justice system, as part of a support package for young women.
Chapter 4
41) We welcome the introduction of Intensive Fostering Schemes as an alternative to custodial sentences. We also welcome the introduction of Youth Conditional Caution for 16 and 17 year olds because it aims to reduce the amount of young people being taken to court for relatively low-level offences. This should be closely linked to support to make sure it provides a route out of the criminal justice system.

Chapter 5

• What should the key elements of a package of support for children leaving custody include; how can this best be delivered and how long should the support last for?

42) YWCA wholeheartedly supports the use of mentors to support young people leaving custody. We also believe mentors should be used from the earliest stages of interventions to prevent offending. Mentors should include trained youth workers who have the complex skills required to deal with vulnerable and troubled young people. We are keen to work with the Action Plan implementation team by offering our expertise in developing the role of mentors to support both offenders and those at risk of offending.
43) Young women leaving custody are likely to benefit from women-only support. Evidence has shown that women-only spaces help women explore and challenge the things in their life that hold them back, build confidence and self esteem and develop personal skills. YWCA’s Yorkshire and Humber NOMS Together Women Programme (TWP) offer a new approach which could also be applied to slightly younger women (below 18 years). It treats women both holistically and individually. We address women’s wellbeing – physical and mental health, drug and alcohol misuse, physical, sexual and emotional abuse, family support, housing, domestic violence, education and training, employment, finance, benefits and debt advice, programmes to address attitudes, thinking and behaviour, legal advice, counselling and therapy, improving self-esteem, isolation and poverty. It helps women develop life skills, like cooking healthy meals, self-confidence, emotional literacy for women with chaotic life-styles.  

• What measures could be taken to improve the employability of young people with criminal records?
Case Study – YWCA St Helens Access to Opportunities (A²O)

YWCA St Helens runs an Access to Opportunities (A²O) group for young women. A²O is an alternative education provision aimed at young women in school years 10 and 11 who are not attending mainstream education for numerous reasons. Many of the young women attending have had very difficult times in school and need support to deal with this and numerous other issues. The informal setting enables YWCA staff to build relationships with some of the most hard-to-reach young women. The programme works alongside the pupil referral service to ensure that the young women are receiving the best alternative to mainstream education. 

In 2003, the A²O programme at YWCA St Helens was recognised as a model of good practice by an Ofsted inspection of voluntary sector provision. It was funded by the Single Regeneration Budget for St Helens and by individual schools.

The 2003 A²O group was made up of young women who were excluded from school and regularly participated in risk-taking behaviour, for example, underage drinking and drug use and were at risk of anti-social behaviour and offending.

The young women participated in a programme of personal development delivered within a group work setting.  This included learning about the facts surrounding their behaviour – e.g. the physical affects of drug and alcohol use – as well as exploring the underpinning reasons why they were behaving in this manner. Without addressing these underpinning reasons it was unlikely that a reduction in these antisocial behaviours would be achieved.  Young women are under a variety of pressures to behave in certain ways. It is necessary to explore these pressures and support them to establish and confirm their own identities. When young women feel secure within themselves they are more likely to challenge peer pressure, social pressure and teasing about their behaviour and make their own decisions and choices. 

External factors contributing to antisocial behaviour also include a lack of places to go and things to do in the evening; the cultural divide and different expectations between young people who achieve at school and young people who do not; the fact that young women are still do not have equal status with young men; poverty; lack of opportunities; and the sexual exploitation experienced by young women.

The A²O group continues to be successful because the young women are treated with respect and their views and opinions are recognised as important.  Young women who participate in antisocial behaviour benefit from a single-sex environment because it encourages them to explore their own issues and take responsibility for their choices and actions. Similarly socially-excluded young men benefit from a single-sex environment where they can explore stereotypes of masculinity in a safe, non-judgemental setting.

Tackling antisocial behaviour is more than simply looking at the physical affects of drug and alcohol use, although that is important.  It is about addressing fundamental inequalities that teach young women how to behave, reinforcing their low status in society.
44) In conclusion YWCA supports the proposals to increase prevention and early intervention and to improve support. We would like to work closely with the Youth Crime Action Plan implementation team by offering our centres and staff expertise to help reduce offending amongst the most at risk young women. We have excellent outreach models that target at risk young women at the early stages and we would be keen to develop these as part of the implementation of the Action Plan. We are also keen to work with the Action Plan by offering our expertise in developing the role of mentors to support both offenders and those at risk of offending. Finally, we would also like to develop more models similar to the ‘Together Women’ NOMS programme for young women. We would be happy to discuss our calls and case studies further with the Youth Crime Action Plan team.
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