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BASW Response to the Strategy for the Secure Estate for 
Children and Young People in England and Wales 

 
 

1. BASW is the UK professional association for social work, led by and 

accountable to a growing population of approximately 14,000 social 
worker members.  Our members work in frontline, management, 

research and academic positions in all social work settings across 
the UK.  BASW members share a collective commitment to those 
values and principles that will secure the best possible outcomes for 

children and young people, adults, families and communities.  
 

2.  This consultation is of major interest to our members in England 
predominantly working with children and young people.  It is our 
contention that children subject to the youth justice system are 

children first and that all services within the context of youth justice 
must uphold the welfare interests of children and be compliant with 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Children as well as 
domestic legislation. 

 
 
General Comments 

 
3. BASW believes that the present system for dealing with children 

(i.e. those under the age of eighteen) who get into trouble by 

processing them through the criminal justice system is 
inappropriate and should be repealed. 

 
4. The correlation between children getting into trouble and not in 

education is a significant factor.  The gross overuse of exclusion 

from school must be addressed as a matter of some urgency. The 
Association fully endorses the Inquiry recently launched by the 

Children‟s Commissioner into this subject. 

 
5. Mental health provision of specialist services for children is grossly 

under resourced.  Children who get into trouble often have 
emotional and psychological needs that are simply not being met.  

Again, improvements should be implemented urgently. 
 

6. The fragmentation of services for children and families has been 

detrimental, especially to those children with high support needs. 
 

7. The massive problematic question of the use of restraint in secure 
settings is insufficiently discussed.   BASW has serious concerns 
about the use of restraint in YOIs and STCs and how such practices 

are not compliant with international conventions on the rights of 
children etc.  Moreover, this is an area of such sensitivity that the 

only way information can be procured about the use of restraint it 
would appear is through the use of FOI requests.  This is not a 
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healthy state of affairs.  There must be greater transparency about 
the use of restraint in secure settings and also a commitment to 

promoting alternative and effective strategies to work with 
challenging behaviour that can eliminate the use for restraint by 

successfully and skillfully de-escalating situations. 
 

8. There is no discussion about the duration of time which children 

stay in secure settings. Whilst the majority are accommodated for a 
matter of a few weeks some will be on much longer sentences and 

when they achieve adult status be moved to adult prisons. The 
combination of these two groups provides a toxic mix which makes 
assisting either group even more difficult. 

 
9. The association does question how much can be achieved with a 

group of children who are confined in the secure estate for a matter 
of a few weeks. The arguments currently been made about the 
ineffectiveness of short sentences to adult offenders is in our 

opinion even more powerful when applied to children.  Surely, it 
would be better to work with intensively in the community for a 

longer period of time to reduce the likelihood of them being given a 
custodial sentence in the future.  

 
 

10.No mention is made of the differential timescales of the contracts 

made between the Youth Justice Board and providers of custodial 
places, which varies between 25 years and 12 months.  This seems 

strange in a world that is dominated by a discourse about the need 
for effective commissioning and competition in a free market 
economy.  This massively affects flexibility towards changing 

provision. 
 

11.If one accepts that penal custody is necessary then any time spent 
in custody should be “purposeful.” That does raise the whole nest-
egg of what is purposeful. Would it be “more purposeful” to 

concentrate on teaching basic skills such as reading and writing or 
on anger management and work on showing the consequences of 

offending on victims? BASW would argue for both. 
 

12.The biggest problem we have with the secure estate is that the 

greatest proportion of beds i.e.79.2% comprises the least 
appropriate provision i.e. Young Offenders Institutions.  These are 

far from child centred environments where piecemeal attempts to 
address the welfare needs of children fall well short.  It needs a 
whole „systems approach‟. 

 
13.Conversely, the smallest proportion - 7.2% comprise the most 

appropriate provision, i.e. Secure Children‟s Homes, and these are 
the most at risk of being reduced as they have the shortest 
contracts and are the most expensive in a simple cost per head 

analysis. 
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14.We applaud the reduction in the numbers of children in custody 
with the biggest decrease in the youngest age groupings.  However, 

what now needs to happen is for the savings that have been made 
to be re-invested into preventative intervention that is clearly 

having an effect.  Not to do so will simply reverse the decrease in 
numbers. 
 

 
Main points addressed in consultation document 

15.Par 24 Full agreement – Accepting the need for security then it 
should be “…a distinct, specialist…” 

 

16.Par 27 Whilst the whole strategy talks about the need for strong 
collaboration, the gross fragmentation of providers of various 

services and competition between different organizations cut 
directly across this actually happening. Nowhere is this 
dysfunctional dichotomy more apparent than in the separation of 

Youth Justice Teams and mainstream children‟s services provided 
by the local authority.   

 
17.Par 33. Cost - you get what you pay for.  This is especially true for 

contracted services and the complexity of the services being 
contracted for leads to restriction and lack of flexibility, unless there 
are additional special payments for extraordinary services. 

 
18.Par 35 The final bullet point is as yet untested; where is the 

evidence base to support the claim that competition will provide the 
best outcome? 

 

19.Par 38 This is an interesting paragraph, “A small minority of young 
people in custody present with a very complex range of both 

physical and mental health needs.” We would strongly argue these 
are the only ones who should be in an institutional setting. 

 

20.Par 39 Box 2 Staff should be professionally trained. These children 
have such highly complex needs that staff should have core skills to 

work in this field and should undertake additional training as 
continued professional development as an essential part of their 
task. 

 
21.The example of staff working twelve hour shifts at The Willow Unit, 

Hindley YOI is deplorable and in our view should not be allowed.  To 
advocate regularly working shifts of this length fails to understand 
just how physically and mentally demanding this work really is and 

can lead to dangerous practice.  
 

22.Par. 40 If the secure estate is contracting providers to meet the 
special needs of this group of children we question where these 
extra special places are. 

 
23.Par 41 This proposal further fragments an already fractured system. 

One single provider can effectively meet all these needs. 
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24.Par 44 A clear case can be made for using less YOIs and older 

children being accommodated in more appropriate settings. The 
failure to reduce the numbers of children in the older age group 

reflects an underlying failure to effectively intervene at an earlier 
stage in their lives. 

 

25.Par 47 Tighter restrictions should be placed on remand and time 
scales imposed on the length of time a child can be held on 

remand. 
 

26.Par 50 The continued use of standard YOIs is in our view 

unacceptable, the case for specialist units attached to them is only 
marginally more acceptable because staff do not have the 

appropriate level or special training which should be required to 
work with these children in a more therapeutic way. 

 

27.Par 51 BASW has concerns that the integration of YJB and NOMS 
risks even less of a child centre culture in the secure estate. 

 
28.Par 54 Once again, we are presented with problems coming from a 

fragmented system. 
 

29.Par 57 This paragraph encapsulates what is the core function of any 

intervention whether that comes from schools, Children‟s Services, 
Youth Workers, YOTs, Residential Care or the Secure Estate.  

 
30.Par 59 Health provision is further complicated by the current health 

service reorganization.  Our concern is that young people in the 

secure estate are likely to be very low down people‟s list of 
priorities. 

 
31.Par 63 Accepting the present situation, the safeguarding proposals 

must be followed through in their entirety. 

 
32.Par 67  How effective the Board can be in ensuring local authority 

children‟s services fulfil their statutory duties must be open to 
question. 

 

33.Par 69 As stated previously, we have serious concerns about the 
use of restraint in the secure estate with the exception of secure 

children‟s homes interestingly, where this does not appear to be an 
issue.  
 

 
34.Par 70 – 74. This section on workforce development can be 

encapsulated in the need for a professionally trained staff group to 
be employed throughout the secure sector. If there was need of 
further proof that the prison service was not an appropriate 

provider of these services it is contained in this section. 
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35.Par 78 - 82.  We find this whole section confusing. The assessments 
tools have been established by the YJB and therefore they should 

have been constantly modified to meet changing needs, but if they 
are “not fit for purpose” how can any recommendation of a 

custodial sentence arising from their use be legitimate.    
 

36.Par 83 – 88 As a generalisation it could be argued that services 

designed to meet the physical and mental health needs of chilldren 
in the community are already so poor that they have failed the 

children incarcerated in custodial setting.  Hence, calling for the 
services for children in custody to match seems to be insufficient. 

 

37.Par 89 – 97 This in our view provides a highly damaging critique of 
the paucity of the present regimes particularly those operated in 

YOIs. However the positive role played by the YJB in monitoring 
performance and disseminating information on good practice should 
continue when it is incorporated into the Justice Department, 

although anxiety has been expressed that the general reduction of 
bureaucracy could kill off this valuable service. 

 
38.In our opinion the three critical elements to successfully assisting 

troubled children prior to incarceration are early skilled 
intervention, close work with schools, accurate assessment of the 
total familial situation and the personal needs of the child. Once a 

child is locked up the total care package should be focussed on 
meeting the child‟s needs which will incorporate affective personal 

education, address offending behaviour and work towards effective 
resettlement in the community. In order to meet these complex 
elements a highly skilled, well-motivated work force is required 

throughout the system. Care should be through-care, individual 
care workers should be held to account and the negative practice of 

passing on children to another worker/establishment at the first 
opportunity should stop. 

 

39.The present failure rate of children who have passed through the 
secure estate, measured in terms of reconviction is unacceptable. 

Recent work on the extraordinarily high cost of failure to effectively 
meet these children‟s needs should spur us on to making better 
modes of intervention the norm.     

 
 

Francis Boylan 
Chair 
BASW Criminal Justice Reference Group 


