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Young people are often depicted in the media and elsewhere as an increasingly dangerous and ‘criminal’ group.  However, common perceptions of a ‘juvenile crime wave’ are not borne out by reality.  There are many common misconceptions about young people and crime.  This fact sheet details briefly some of these misconceptions, as well as examining a few important facts about ‘youth crime’.

Are young people becoming more dangerous?

Juvenile rates of offending in Australia have declined from 4092 per 100 000 juveniles in 1995-1996 to 3023 in 2003-2004.
 

In NSW, Children’s Court appearances have been reduced by over 40% since 1997, due largely to the diversion of young people away from the court and into interventions consisting of warnings, cautions or conferences. The total number of criminal justice interventions (including cautions, conferences, Children’s Court Appearances, but not including police warnings) has been declining since 1998
.

Although it is hard to draw concrete conclusions from short-term shifts in crime statistics (see crime statistics fact sheet), the idea that young people are becoming progressively more dangerous is certainly challenged by these figures.

Who is at risk of being a victim of crime?

It is often assumed that older people are the population group most vulnerable to crime.  However, it is people between 15-24 years of age who are most likely to be the victim of a crime.  People aged 65 and over are in fact the least likely to be the victim of a personal crime. In 1999, 10% of all young people experienced a crime against their person whereas, in the same year, only 1% of the elderly population experienced a personal crime
. 

Will ‘tougher’ penalties for young offenders decrease crime?

Tough penalties do not address the systemic problems underlying juvenile offending. Poverty and neglect are the strongest predictors of juvenile crime and these are not addressed by punitive responses to crime. 

Recent research has shown that 68% of young people in NSW juvenile detention centres and 72% of young people under Juvenile Justice community supervision had a history of abuse or neglect. Large numbers of young people in the system had been in state care and/or homeless. The majority had left school before starting Year 10. Many had a mental illness or disorder.

Putting resources into social service programs, adolescent mental health services and programs to improve school retention rates would have a much more profound impact on lowering the crime rate than implementing harsh penalties.

In fact, severe penalties such as detention are associated with an increased likelihood of re-offending
.

Importantly, juveniles who receive a caution or a youth justice conference are less likely to re-offend than those who are referred to the Children’s Court.  A 2002 study showed that young people who went to a youth justice conference were 15-20% less likely to re-offend than young people who went to court for similar offence
. In a more recent study, 42% of young people who were cautioned and 58% of those dealt with at a youth justice conference had a further offence proved against them at the Children’s Court over a 5-year follow-up period. However, the re-offending rate is still thought to be less than those who were dealt with by a court
.

Why are so many young Aboriginal people in custody?

Social and economic circumstances such as poverty, discrimination, child abuse, drug dependency and exclusion from education make Aboriginal young people both more visible and more vulnerable to involvement in the criminal justice system, and significantly more likely to be targets of police attention.

This has resulted in a situation of continuing over-representation of Aboriginal children in custody.  In 2005, in NSW, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders comprised 37% young people on remand and 47% of young people sentenced to control orders
.

Are youth gangs a problem in Australia?

Despite the lack of national data regarding youth gangs in Australia, it is perceived that youth gangs are an emerging problem in society.
 According to a the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research youth gang concerns were ranked as being the third highest neighbourhood problem in 1995 and 1996 and was the group perceived as being responsible for 12% of all crime in those years.
 

However, this concern over youth gangs appears to be an import from the United States. In Australia there are very few organised youth gangs
 and those which do involve themselves in criminal activities generally assemble together for short periods of time in pursuit of a financial gain
.  Young people generally act alone or in pairs. Whilst certain youth gangs do exist in Australia, their prevalence is not as high as portrayed in the media and those which engage in criminal behaviour generally confine their activities to petty theft, graffiti and vandalism
.

Are young people ‘running wild’?

Perceptions of young people as ‘criminal’ and dangerous can be reinforced by disrespectful policing and the over-surveillance of young people.

Research shows that there is a very high level of police contact with young people – more than is warranted by the level of offending by young people
.

A report released by the NSW Ombudsman in 1999 showed that young people are far more likely than adults to be searched and moved on by police. However, only a small proportion of searches of young people were “successful”, which suggests that police intervention with young people is often unjustified
.

Some research suggests that violence, threats and intimidation are routine aspects of street policing with particular groups of young people. In a 1997 report, 78% of young people reported that police never or only sometimes treat them with respect.
  

If we are serious about addressing youth crime, we need to also be serious about addressing the issues that make young people vulnerable to involvement in the criminal justice system.  Whilst policing strategies are one area for consideration, it is also crucial to address the complicated and connected causes of the entanglement of certain groups of young people with the criminal justice system.







� Australian Institute of Criminology 2006. Australian crime : facts and figures 2005. www.aic.gov.au/publications/facts/2005/


� NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Recorded Crime Statistics 2000, 2004 and 2005; NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Annual Court Statistics 1998-2005. www.lawlink.nsw.gov.au/bocsar/


� Carcach, C., Graycar, A. and Muscat, G. 2001, The Victimisation of Older Australians, Trends and Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, no. 212, Australian Institute of Criminology, Canberra. www.aic.gov.au/publications/tandi/index.html


� NSW Young People in Custody Health Survey, Department of Juvenile Justice, 2003; NSW Young People on Community Orders Health Survey, Department of Juvenile Justice, 2006. www.djj.nsw.gov.au/publications.htm


� Cain, M: Recidivism of Juvenile Offenders in NSW, Department of Juvenile Justice, 1996. www.djj.nsw.gov.au/publications.htm


� Weatherburn, D and Lind, B: Reducing juvenile crime: conferencing versus court, NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Crime and Justice Bulletin no 86, 2002. www.lawlink.nsw.gov.au/lawlink/bocsar/ll_bocsar.nsf/pages/bocsar_pub_cjb


� Vignaendra, S and Fitzgerald, J: Re-offending among young people cautioned by police or who participated in a youth justice conference, NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Crime and Justice Bulletin No 103, 2006. www.lawlink.nsw.gov.au/lawlink/bocsar/ll_bocsar.nsf/pages/bocsar_pub_cjb


� NSW Department of Juvenile Justice, Annual report 2005/2006. www.djj.nsw.gov.au/publications.htm


�R. White, Police and Community Responses to Youth Gangs,  Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, No. 274, Australian Institute of Criminology, 2004.www.aic.gov.au/publications/tandi/index.html


� Lozusic, R: Gangs in NSW, Briefing Paper 16/2002, NSW Parliamentary Library, 2003. www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/parlment/publications.nsf/0/A2BB6389AAD0ECF1CA256ECF00097F59


� White, Perrone, Guerra and Lampugnani: Ethnic Youth Gangs in Australia – Do They Exist? Australian Multicultural Foundation, 1999 www.amf.net.au/rsch_youth_ethnicYouthGangs.shtml


� R. White: Understanding Youth Gangs: Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, No. 237, Australian Institute of Criminology, 2002. www.aic.gov.au/publications/tandi/index.html


� White, Perrone, Guerra and Lampugnani: Ethnic Youth Gangs in Australia – Do They Exist?, Australian Multicultural Foundation 1999. www.amf.net.au/rsch_youth_ethnicYouthGangs.shtml


� For a discussion of this research, see Chapter 9: Policing the Young,  in Cunneen, C and White, R: Juvenile Justice: Youth and Crime in Australia, Oxford University Press, 2002.


� Policing Public Safety, NSW Ombudsman, November 1999. www.ombo.nsw.gov.au/show.asp?id=389


� Seen and heard : Priority for children in the legal process, Australian Law Reform Commission Report No 84, 1997. www.alrc.gov.au/publications/finalreps.htm





This factsheet is for information and discussion purposes only. It does not necessarily represent the views or policy positions of organisations involved in the Beyond Bars Alliance.


Fact Sheet updated March 2007








	[image: image4.png]



	Beyond bars: alternatives to custody

To join the BBA list email: 

beyond_bars-subscribe@yahoogroups.com

web: www.beyondbars.org.au


	[image: image1.png]



	Beyond bars: alternatives to custody

email: beyond_bars@yahoo.com

web: www.ncoss.org.au/beyond_bars

media enquiries: c/- Alan Kirkland, 0418 620094


	[image: image2.png]



	Beyond bars: alternatives to custody

To join the BBA list email: 

beyond_bars-subscribe@yahoogroups.com

web: www.beyondbars.org.au



[image: image1.png][image: image2.png][image: image3.png][image: image4.png]