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Introduction
1.	 In Northern Ireland young people aged between 10 and 17 may be held criminally 

responsible for their actions.  The youth justice system is responsible for working with those who 
offend, their families and carers to help prevent them reoffending.

2.	 In 2016, an appraisal of how the system in Northern Ireland was working was completed – 
the Scoping Study into Children in the Justice System1.  Shortly after this in 2017, we published 
Managing children who offend2.  Our report focused primarily on the responsibilities of the 
Department of Justice (the Department) and the Youth Justice Agency (the Agency) within the 
wider system, and identified three strategic issues:

•	 the need for a specific strategy to coordinate the delivery of youth justice services, policy 
and interventions;

•	 the need for better measurement and reporting on the impact that the services delivered by 
the Agency had on the young people it worked with; and

•	 the need to develop the capacity to identify and apportion the costs of different services 
delivered by the Agency.

In this report we follow up the progress made by the Department and the Agency since 2017.

3.	 The youth justice system is in the early stages of a major reform programme, guided by the 
recommendations made in the Scoping Study.  Progress towards developing a programme of 
action based upon these recommendations was delayed by changes in Ministerial priorities 
following an Assembly election in May 2016, and subsequently by the absence of a 
functioning Assembly between 2017 and 2019.  In early 2019 the Department and Agency 
agreed a new strategic plan to implement the changes envisaged in the Scoping Study– 
Transitioning Youth Justice.  Failure to address the issues identified in our previous report is likely 
to present a significant risk to implementing reform successfully.

Key issues

The youth justice system has been developing new approaches to working with young people who 
offend

4.	 Despite the delays which have affected the implementation of a transformation programme for 
youth justice, the system has begun to work with children in new ways that are more consistent 
with the vision established by the Scoping Study.  Over the course of the last decade the 
number of young people held in custody has fallen substantially.  New approaches for dealing 
with low-level and first time offences have been developed, and account for a greater

1	 The final output from the Scoping Study was an internal policy paper prepared for the then Minister of Justice detailing the 
various suggestions for reform that had been made in the course of the Study’s completion.

2	 Managing children who offend, Northern Ireland Audit Office, July 2017 [https://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/publications/
managing-children-who-offend]
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	 proportion of young people that the Youth Justice Agency works with each year.  These 
approaches are intended to provide quicker resolution, and also earlier identification of cases 
involving young people who may be at a high risk of falling into a cycle of repeated offending 
and multiple contacts with the justice system.

Reoffending rates have remained relatively stable since our last report

5.	 The data shows a general decrease in the volume of young people being dealt with through 
the traditional formal justice process, but reoffending rates for those that are have remained 
generally stable year on year. In common with overall reoffending rates, other related significant 
trends have remained relatively consistent: those who do reoffend tend to do so relatively 
quickly after exiting the justice system, and a small proportion of prolific offenders go on to 
commit a significant number of further offences.

Delays within the justice system are detrimental to the young people involved

6.	 Where a young person falls into a cycle of repeated offending and contact with the justice 
system this can have a hugely negative impact upon long-term life outcomes, health, wellbeing 
and welfare.  It is therefore imperative that they are dealt with appropriately, provided with any 
support they need and exit the justice system as quickly as possible.  Despite the decreasing 
volume of cases being processed at court, there is no evidence of a significant improvement 
in the timeliness of completion, and the most recent figures show generally deteriorating 
performance since 2014-15.

Children in custody often have the most significant care needs 

7.	 Almost half of young people admitted to Woodlands Juvenile Justice Centre (JJC) in 2016 were 
involved with mental health services and had a mental health diagnosis.  They also had major 
educational deficits, including moderate to severe learning difficulties, lack of engagement with 
mainstream education and a significant number with Special Educational Needs Assessments.  
More than 75 per cent were not currently in any form of education or training.  Despite the 
challenges these often severe levels of need present to staff, the level of care and support 
provided to young people in the Woodlands JJC has been recognised for its consistently high 
standard.

Further work is required to fully implement our original recommendations and support an effective 
reform process 

8.	 Transforming and redesigning complex public services like those provided by the youth justice 
system is inherently difficult.  The Department and the Agency have made progress since our 
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initial report to manage and deliver an effective reform programme.  However, the work to date 
does not meet the strategic needs identified in 2017 because:

•	 Transitioning Youth Justice is not a fully developed transformation strategy;

•	 the system does not have a means of measuring and reporting the impact its work has on 
the young people it deals with; and

•	 there remains insufficient understanding of costs throughout the youth justice system.

Summary of recommendations

1.	 The vision outlined in Transitioning Youth Justice should be developed further into a 
comprehensive strategy. This would:

•	 provide clarity to stakeholders on the evidence base that supports the proposed 
reforms;

•	 define the benefits that will be achieved from successful change; and

•	 establish a framework for monitoring success.

2.	 The Agency should continue to develop its performance reporting regime, with 
greater focus on the impact of its work with children and families, in line with the 
principles of Outcomes Based Accountability (OBA).

3.	 The youth justice system should work together to further develop its financial 
management information in order to better understand the costs of whole-system 
activities and to link resource inputs to outputs and outcomes.

Overall conclusion

9.	 In 2017 we highlighted how the ability of any public service to demonstrate it was achieving 
value for money hinged on its ability to measure, report and analyse the cost of the various 
activities that taxpayers were funding, and the benefits that resulted from those activities.  
Progress has undoubtedly been made, but further work is required to build management systems 
that are capable of demonstrating the value for money of the youth justice system.  Until then, 
we cannot conclude that the system delivers value for money.
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Part One:
Introduction

The youth justice system

1.1	 In Northern Ireland young people aged between 10 and 17 may be held criminally 
responsible for their actions.  The youth justice system is responsible for working with those who 
offend, their families and carers to help prevent them reoffending.  The system is made up of a 
number of different organisations, each with its own role and responsibilities.  

Figure 1. Organisations involved in the youth justice system

Organisation Responsibilities

Department of Justice Providing a legislative and policy framework for and 
resourcing the justice system

Police Service of Northern 
Ireland

Investigating reported crimes, gathering evidence and 
identifying a person suspected of committing the offence

Public Prosecution Service Deciding whether a suspect should be prosecuted for having 
committed an offence

Northern Ireland Courts 
and Tribunals Service

Managing the court estate and supporting the judiciary in its 
role of managing cases

Youth Justice Agency Responsible for making communities safer by helping children 
stop offending through the delivery of a range of support 
services to young people within the community and within a 
custodial setting.

1.2	 The justice system can deal with young people who commit an offence in a number of different 
ways (Figure 2).  Young people who commit more serious offences, or who have histories of 
repeat offending, will be prosecuted in the youth court.  First time and low level offenders can 
be dealt with through a number of different diversionary disposal methods which are available 
to allow for criminal incidents to be resolved in a proportionate and efficient way that avoids 
the need for a full court hearing.  

1.3	 Young people convicted in court may be subject to either a custodial or community based 
sentence.  Any custodial sentence will be served in Woodlands Juvenile Justice Centre, under 
the care of staff from the Youth Justice Agency (the Agency) Custodial Services Directorate.  
Those receiving a community-based sentence will complete it under the supervision of staff from 
the Agency’s Youth Justice Services Directorate.  Youth Justice Services are also responsible for 
working with those young people whose case is resolved through the use of a diversionary 
disposal.
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OFFENCE COMMITTED
An offence is reported to the PSNI who investigate.

If a suspect is identified a decision is made by the PPS
on how to deal with the offence

PROSECUTION
Young people with significant
offending histories or who are
suspected of committing more

serious offences will be
prosecuted in the Youth Court.

DIVERSIONARY
DISPOSAL

First time or low-level
offences may be dealt with

outside the formal court
process. The main approach
is for a Youth Engagement
Clinic to be held, where
the young person and

their family/carers discuss the
various options available

to resolve their case

EARLY INTERVENTION
DISPOSALS

In recent years the
youth justice system

has introduced a
number of new methods
of dealing with specific
types of offence that do

not involve either
a formal prosecution

or diversionary disposal. 

CUSTODIAL
SENTENCE

If convicted and
sentenced to

custody the young
person will be

held in Woodlands 
JJC while they
complete their

sentence

COMMUNITY
SENTENCE

The Court may impose
one of a number of
community based

resolutions1.  These are
served, under supervision

by the Agency,
whilst the young person

 remains free to live in the
community

These disposal methods all result in the offence and its resolution
being recorded on the young person’s criminal record.  This can have

a potentially significant impact on their ability to have the same
opportunities as other young people when they return to the community 

Figure 2. The youth justice process
Most young people who commit an offence in Northern Ireland are dealt with through the formal justice process.
However, in recent years the justice system has been working to develop new quicker and less formal methods
of resolving cases which do not pose as significant a risk of impairing the young person’s long-term future
opportunities and quality of life once their offence has been dealt with.

NOTES
1 The most commonly used community based resolutions are Youth Conferences, Informed Warnings or Restorative
   Cautions.
Source: Northern Ireland Audit Office  

A key benefit of these new
resolution methods is that
they do not result in the

offence or its resolution being
recorded on the young

person’s criminal record.
This helps limit the long-

term impact that the offence
can have on their future

opportunities and quality
of life
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Part One:
Introduction

The youth justice system is in the early stages of a major reform programme

1.4	 In 2016, the youth justice system undertook an appraisal of how the system in Northern Ireland 
was working – the Scoping Study into Children in the Justice System3.  This review was initiated 
to examine whether the youth justice system was fit for purpose, and make recommendations 
that would enhance how the system worked to improve outcomes for young people who came 
into contact with it.  The group responsible for undertaking the work engaged with a range of 
statutory and non-statutory organisations, and reported a general consensus that change was 
needed to improve the effectiveness of the system:

The fundamental question asked throughout the Scoping Study process, to policy makers, 
practitioners, the children, their families, victims’ representatives and the voluntary and 
community sector was: “What do we want to happen to children who have committed 
offences?”  The response was clear: children and young people should be held accountable for 
their actions, but within a system which provides them with the interventions and support they 
need to change their behaviour and return to normal life.

The follow-up question was: “Does the youth justice system as currently configured allow this to 
happen?”  The sheer scale of the proposals for necessary change put forward from the statutory 
organisations involved in the Scoping Study shows that it does not.4

1.5	 To make the system more effective, the Scoping Study argued that the justice system needed 
to move away from an operating model that treats children who offend as offenders first, to 
one that treats them as children first.  In practice, this means recognising that their offending 
behaviours may potentially be only one of a number of issues they have.  The justice system 
should facilitate and assist the young person to access appropriate support for other non-
justice needs at the same time as dealing with the offence(s) they have committed.  Doing this 
well would require the justice system and other key public services, for example health and 
education, to work together to have a positive impact on individual children.  

1.6	 The Department, Agency and other partners are in the early stages of implementing the reforms 
to address these issues, affecting various parts of the justice system.

3	 The final output from the Scoping Study was an internal policy paper prepared for the then Minister of Justice detailing the 
various suggestions for reform that had been made in the course of the Study’s completion.

4	 Steering Group Paper – Final Steering Group Meeting, Scoping Study Steering Group, February 2016
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In 2017 we published our review of the youth justice system

1.7	 Shortly after the completion of the Scoping Study, we published Managing children who 
offend5.  This report focused primarily on the responsibilities of the Department of Justice and the 
Youth Justice Agency within the wider system, and identified three strategic issues:

•	 the need for a specific strategy to coordinate the delivery of youth justice services, policy 
and interventions;

•	 the need for better measurement and reporting on the impact that the services delivered by 
the Youth Justice Agency had on the young people it worked with; and

•	 the need to develop the capacity to identify and apportion the costs of different services 
delivered by the Agency.

Failing to address these issues could present a significant risk to implementing an effective 
transformation programme.

Scope and structure

1.8	 In this report we follow up the progress made by the Department and the Agency since 2017.  
The structure of the report is:

•	 Part Two considers the major trends in youth justice since 2017; and

•	 Part Three provides an update on the key issues in our report.

5	 Managing children who offend, Northern Ireland Audit Office, July 2017 [https://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/publications/
managing-children-who-offend]
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Part Two:
Evolving the youth justice system

Substantial reform of the youth justice system has been subject to delay

2.1	 In March 2016 the Minister reported the proposals made in the Scoping Study to the Assembly, 
which fell across three themes:

•	 putting welfare at the heart of the justice system;

•	 maximising community involvement and increasing exit points from the justice system; and

•	 developing the disposal options available to the judiciary whilst also reducing the use of 
custody to make it truly a measure of last resort.

2.2	 However, progress towards developing a programme of action was delayed first by changes 
in Ministerial priorities following an Assembly election in May 2016 and then the absence of a 
functioning Assembly between 2017 and 2019.  In early 2019 the Department and Agency 
agreed a new strategic plan to implement the changes envisaged in the Scoping Study– 
Transitioning Youth Justice.  The youth justice system is still in the early stages of implementing 
these reforms.  

2.3	 Despite the time taken to develop a formal transformation programme, in recent years the system 
has been attempting to evolve, as much as it can within existing legislative and operational 
constraints, to work in ways that are more consistent with the issues identified in the Scoping 
Study.  One feature of this evolution has been the decreasing numbers of young people entering 
and being held in Woodlands JJC on remand or as a result of a custodial sentence.  Within the 
Agency’s Youth Justice Services directorate, there has been a steady growth of Early Intervention 
initiatives which are dealing with a greater number of young people each year (Figure 3).  
More detail on how early intervention works in Northern Ireland, and on the specific initiatives 
that have been developed, is available at Appendix 1.
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Court ordered
referrals have
almost halved since
2010-11

Diversionary
Disposals4

Other3

Early Intervention and Voluntary referrals have
increased steadily over the last five years and now
account for just under 20% of all referrals

NOTES
1 Custodial movements are occasions when a young person is either first admitted to Woodlands, or 
there is a change in the reason why that young person is being held - e.g. where a young person being held
on remand is convicted at court and receives a custodial sentence these will be counted as two movements.    
2 PACE movements are occasions where a young person is held in custody overnight by police until they can
be questioned, or a court becomes available if they are to be charged.  Remand movements are occasions
where a court decides that a young person should be held in custody whilst they await prosecution or
sentencing.
3 Other referral types include Community Order and other relatively uncommon types of referral.  More
detail on these can be found in the Agency’s Annual Workload Statistics publication.
4 A diversionary disposal is an alternative to a prosecution where first time or low-level offences are dealt
with outside the formal court process.

Source: Northern Ireland Youth Justice Agency Annual Workload Statistics 2018-19, November 2019 

Figure 3. The way the youth justice system works with young people has been
evolving

3.1 The number of young people moving1 into custody each year has fallen, resulting
in consistent decreases in the average daily population of Woodlands JJC

3.2 The total number of cases referred to the Agency has been mostly stable in recent
years, but increased in 2018-19
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Whilst subject to regular
fluctuation, the overall
trend since 2014-15 is
a decrease in the 
average daily population
of Woodlands JJC. 
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Part Two:
Evolving the youth justice system

Reoffending rates have remained relatively stable

2.4	 Due to the need to allow time for reoffending to occur and be proven, reoffending statistics lag 
behind other key performance statistics about the justice system.  At the time of our previous 
report the most up to date analysis of reoffending rates amongst young people covered 2013-
146.  Since then, updates have been produced for 2014-15, 2015-16 and 2016-177. 

The total number of young people included in the analysis has decreased year on year (from 1,900
in 2013-14 to 1,200 in 2016-17) as fewer young people have been dealt with by the formal justice process.
The main driver of the overall decrease has been the reduction in the number of young people receiving
diversionary disposals. 

A very small number of young people - around 30 each year - received custodial
sentences but there was a high reoffending rate amongst those that did

2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17
Custody Release

Community Supervision

Community Other

Diversionary Disposal

Taller bars indicate a larger number
of young people in the group

The proportion of
young people who

reoffended

The proportion of
young people who
did not reoffend

Note
¹ The reoffending statistics measure the one year proven reoffending rate for offenders who received a
non-custodial disposal at court, a diversionary disposal or who were released from custody within a
particular financial year.
Source: Department of Justice, Adult and Youth Reoffending in Northern Ireland

Figure 4. Reoffending rates amongst young people who have had an offence 
dealt with by the formal justice system¹ have remained relatively consistent

How to read this chart:

 

6	 Official measures of reoffending rates measure the proportion of people who are proven to reoffend within one year of 
having either been released from custody, receiving a non-custodial disposal at court or who received a diversionary 
disposal during the period of time covered by the analysis.

7	 Given the need for sufficient time to elapse to allow for reoffending to both occur and then be proven to have occurred, 
there is inevitably a time lag in the publication of these statistics.
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2.5	 These figures reflect a general decrease in the volume of young people being dealt with through 
the traditional formal justice process, but reoffending rates have remained generally stable year 
on year for those that are (Figure 4).  In common with overall reoffending rates, other related 
significant trends have remained relatively consistent: those who do reoffend tend to do so 
relatively quickly after exiting the justice system, and a small proportion of prolific offenders go 
on to commit a significant number of further offences. 

Delays in the justice process are detrimental to the young people involved

2.6	 The speed with which crimes are investigated and dealt with is a key issue for the entire justice 
system8.  The quicker the process, the sooner victims can see that justice has been done and the 
sooner that those convicted can serve their sentence, begin rehabilitation and depart the system 
ready to reintegrate into the community without reoffending.  

2.7	 This is particularly important for children who offend.  Quicker disposal allows for substantive 
rehabilitative work to commence sooner.  Delays in the completion of a prosecution or 
diversionary disposal process mean that a young person can potentially commit many further 
offences before their original offence is dealt with.  Where a young person falls into a cycle 
of repeated offending and multiple contacts with the justice system, this can have a hugely 
negative impact upon long-term life outcomes, health, wellbeing and welfare.  It is therefore 
imperative that they are dealt with appropriately, provided with any support they need and 
exit the justice system as quickly as possible.  Despite the decreasing volume of cases being 
processed at court, there has been no evidence of a significant improvement in timeliness and 
the most recent figures show generally deteriorating performance since 2014-15 – the first year 
that detailed measurements were compiled (Figure 5).

2.8	 One of the benefits that diversionary disposals are believed to offer over court based disposals 
is that they are quicker.  This can mitigate against the risks discussed above associated with 
long drawn out court processes.  Whilst the Department has begun to publish an annual 
analysis of diversionary disposals which includes an assessment of the time they take, this does 
not cover the same period covered by the statistics used above.  It is therefore not possible to 
assess the degree to which these are quicker than court processes.  The Department told us that 
it is not possible to carry out this analysis.

8	 In 2017 we published an investigation of the prevalence of avoidable delays in the completion of cases within the overall 
justice system, focusing particular attention on issues affecting adult cases that went through the Crown Court.  
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The number of days
taken to complete...

half of cases

80% of cases

90% of cases

Figure 5. The length of time to complete cases involving young people at court
has increased
Charge cases are where a young person is charged with committing an offence whilst under 
arrest.  Summons cases are where a young person is released after being arrested without charge,
but informed at a later date that they will be prosecuted in court.

CHARGE SUMMONS

200 400 600

2015 2019

Note
¹ For each type of case, the Department reports against three time based measures – the time taken to
complete 50% of each type of case (the median), and the time taken to complete 80% and 90% of cases.
These additional measures recognise that many cases often take significantly longer than the median 
average.  By expanding the proportion of cases covered by the measure, the Department can ensure that 
the time needed to complete these longer cases is kept visible and performance managed appropriately.

Source: Department of Justice, Case Processing Time for Criminal Cases dealt with at Courts in
Northern Ireland 

The Agency’s funding has fallen significantly

2.9	 There are a range of different organisations across the justice system who work with young 
people who offend.  These include the Youth Justice Agency, the PSNI, the PPS, the NICTS, and 
the Department.  The Agency works solely with young people and it is therefore straightforward 
to identify this component of the total cost of dealing with young people who offend.  However, 
across the wider system there is no reliable measure or estimate of the costs incurred in other 
organisations.

2.10	 The Agency’s funding has been steadily decreasing since 2010-11, to the extent that it fell by a 
third in real terms to 2018-19 (Figure 6).  Nevertheless, despite the sustained reduction in the 
number of young people entering and being held in custody, the Custodial Services Directorate 
has been subject to the lowest level of expenditure reductions over the decade.  This is a 
consequence of a large proportion of costs of this facility being fixed in nature, and not driven 
by the volume of young people entering or held in the centre.  The recognition of the increased 
under-utilisation of this significant resource has been one of the considerations contributing to 
ongoing work intended to repurpose the facility.
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Figure 6. The Youth Justice Agency’s expenditure has fallen significantly over the
last decade

2010-11 2018-19

£15.3M  TOTAL EXPENDITURE

TOTAL EXPENDITURE  £22.6M

Custodial Services £8.4M

Youth Justice Services £9.2M

Corporate Services £5.0M

£7.2M  Custodial Services

£6.0M  Youth Justice Services

£2.1M  Corporate Services

Note: 2010-11 expenditure figures have been restated at 2018-19 prices using HMT GDP Deflators at Market
Prices and Money GDP, September 2019.

Source:Youth Justice Agency

Children in custody often have the most significant care needs 

2.11	 Children in custody are held in Woodlands JJC.  They can enter in three ways:

•	 when a young person is arrested, but unable to be brought before a court until the next 
working day, legislation requires that they should be held in a place of safety if they 
cannot be released on bail.  Whilst a number of potential places of safety are identified, 
in practice young people in Northern Ireland are either held in Woodlands JJC or a police 
custody suite;

•	 if charged with a serious offence a young person may be held in Woodlands whilst they 
are prosecuted; or

•	 as a result of a custodial sentence in court.
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Part Two:
Evolving the youth justice system

2.12	 It is generally accepted that those sent to Woodlands often have the most significant care 
needs and face the most adversity in their lives.  An assessment carried out on 147 young 
people admitted during 2016 found that almost half were involved with mental health services 
and had a mental health diagnosis.  The assessment also highlighted major educational 
deficits, including moderate to severe learning difficulties, lack of engagement with mainstream 
education and a significant number with Special Educational Needs Assessments.  More than 
75 per cent were not in any form of education or training.  Despite the challenges these often 
severe levels of need present to staff, the level of care and support provided to young people in 
Woodlands has been recognised as being of a consistently high standard (Figure 7). 

Figure 7.  Inspections

Inspections have reported a high standard of care 

May 2015 “Since opening in 2007, the JJC has significantly improved 
the child custody system in Northern Ireland.  The design 
and fabric of the building, the progressive regime and 
the commitment of a large staff group all contributed to a 
providing a safe, secure and caring environment for the 
children committed to custody.”

June 2018 “This cyclical inspection of Woodlands JJC confirms that it 
remains the ‘jewel in the crown’ for the Department of Justice 
and is the envy of neighbouring jurisdictions.”

Source: CJINI

2.13	 Given these levels of need, and the relatively short duration of children’s residence in 
Woodlands, there is only so much progress staff can make when working with young people.  
Many who enter custody are trapped in a “revolving door”, moving between health and social 
care facilities and Woodlands.  A significant proportion of young people committed to custody 
come from and exit to the social care system (Figure 8).  It has been difficult to sustain the level 
of support offered to children in Woodlands once they move into other care settings.
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Children's Home

Supported Housing

Lakewood

Home
Ind. Accommodation
Foster Care
Hostel
Beechcroft
YOC
Other

Children's Home

Supported Housing

Lakewood

Home
Ind. Accommodation

Foster Care
Hostel

Beechcroft
Other

Enter Woodlands
from:

Exit Woodlands
to:

The majority of children who entered 
Woodlands entered from a Children’s

Home and the majority who exited
Woodlands went to a Children’s Home

Figure 8. Many of the young people who enter Woodlands enter from and 
exit to other care facilities
The Department of Health analysed admissions and discharges to and from all four
regional facilities for children and young people in Northern Ireland.  This analysis
included measuring the source of admissions to and the location of exits from Woodlands
JJC for 458 separate admissions and exits between April 2014 and March 2017.

Source: Department of Health, Review of Regional Facilities for Children and Young People, March 2018

2.14	   Transitioning Youth Justice included two major objectives in terms of changing how custody is 
used in the youth justice system:

•	 repurposing of Woodlands JJC away from being a solely justice-based facility; and

•	 ensuring that custody was only used as a last resort.
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Further work is required to fully implement our original recommendations and 
support an effective reform process

3.1	 In our 2017 report we highlighted how the ability of the youth justice system to demonstrate it 
was achieving value for money hinged on its ability to measure, report and analyse the cost 
of the various activities that taxpayers were funding, and the benefits that resulted from those 
activities.  Being able to measure, analyse and report such information is also essential to 
support the effective management of a reform programme.  

3.2	 We found that the arrangements in place to deliver these functions were not effective, and 
made recommendations intended to help improve those arrangements.  In particular we 
identified three main strategic issues that needed to be addressed:

•	 the need for a specific strategy to coordinate the delivery of youth justice services, policy 
and interventions;

•	 the need for better measurement and reporting of the impact that the services delivered by 
the Agency had on the young people it worked with; and

•	 the need to develop the capacity to identify and apportion the costs of different services 
delivered by the Agency.

	 Since then the Department and the Agency have begun working towards addressing these 
issues, at the same time as reforming the way the youth justice system works, to better meet the 
needs of young people.   

3.3	 The Department and Agency have made progress towards implementing these 
recommendations over the last three years.  However, the work to date does not fully meet 
the needs identified in our previous report.  Without addressing these strategic issues, the 
Department and the Agency risk falling short on their ambitious agenda.

Transitioning Youth Justice presents a vision of how youth justice should work 
but is not a fully developed transformation strategy

3.4	 The development of Transitioning Youth Justice represents the first step in designing a cross-
Executive system for managing children who offend.  The Department, Agency and other 
organisations have established shared principles that should dictate how operational practices 
should be structured.  The youth justice system has sought to ensure that these principles 
emphasise the needs of service users.  The operational changes proposed are consistent with 
the vision set out in Transitioning Youth Justice, and the earlier Scoping Study and Ministerial 
Statement.
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3.5	 However, these principles and the emerging strategy have not been supported by a robust 
and documented preliminary quantitative analysis of how the system works.  In the context of 
reforming the youth justice system, there is a need to map fully and measure how the system is 
working, and to identify and quantify the impact of problems throughout the system.  A good 
deal of the performance data necessary is already available within different parts of the youth 
justice system and we refer to it in this report, for example, custodial movements and delays in 
court.  This information, brought together, should provide the basis for developing a prioritised, 
sequenced programme of work to change the system and deliver a better overall process.

3.6	 At the time the Scoping Study was undertaken, the type of management information needed 
to support this type of exercise was not readily available.  Instead, detailed analysis is being 
carried out on particular issues as and when they are being addressed.  For example, work 
on the repurposing of Woodlands JJC is being developed with reference to a detailed review 
carried out during in 2018.  This review included detailed analysis of how the network of 
secure care facilities for young people in Northern Ireland worked, and the issues that young 
people who came within that network encountered9.  The paper which emerged from this 
review is a good example of the type of exercise we would have expected to initiate the reform 
programme and support long-term planning for reform.

3.7	 Other than the completion of the repurposing of Woodlands JJC by 2022, there is currently no 
clearly defined end-state design for how the entire youth justice system will work.  The Agency 
told us that instead, the youth justice system would strive to constantly improve how it works 
with young people, based on the application of evolving research and best practice and in 
line with the principles set out in Transitioning Youth Justice.  Detailed project plans, which 
included specific objectives and timescales, would be established when necessary in respect of 
individual activities, such as the repurposing of Woodlands.

3.8	 Given the broad high level objectives of Transitioning Youth Justice, there is a risk this approach 
will make it difficult to measure and report the full impact of the programme across the entire 
system and the benefits that are derived as the programme unfolds.

3.9	 During our fieldwork we were told that the success of the reform programme would be 
measured primarily in terms of changes in the volume of young people coming into contact 
with the justice system each year.  For those children that do come into contact with the system, 
the ability of the Agency to support more positive outcomes for them is to be measured using 
a newly developed Outcomes Based Accountability-based performance management system.  
However, the new performance system is not yet developed sufficiently to provide this level of 
information.  

9	 This review was commissioned by the Health and Social Care Board, under the auspices of the Department of Health and 
in collaboration with the Department of Justice.
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Recommendation 1

The vision outlined in Transitioning Youth Justice should be developed further into a 
comprehensive strategy. This would:

•	 provide clarity to stakeholders on the evidence base that supports the proposed 
reforms;

•	 define the benefits that will be achieved from successful change; and

•	 establish a framework for monitoring success.

Measuring and reporting the impact that the work of the youth justice system 
has on the young people it deals with remains a challenge

3.10	 As part of its Programme for Government (PfG), the Northern Ireland Executive has developed 
a new system for designing and delivering public services based on the principles of Outcomes 
Based Accountability (Figure 9).  Under this system all public organisations should be able to 
demonstrate the impact that the services they deliver have upon those who receive them, and 
thus show the benefits that those services bring to citizens. 

Figure 9. Outcomes Based Accountability

In 2014 the Northern Ireland Executive asked the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) to assess its public sector reform agenda.  A key recommendation 
in the resulting report produced by the OECD was that the Executive should “prepare and 
implement a multi-year strategy, outcomes based Programme for Government”.  

Following this recommendation a multi-year PfG was developed, comprising 12 desired out-
comes of overall societal well-being that public organisations should work to achieve.  Each 
year an Annual Delivery Plan is produced which details specific actions which will be under-
taken by organisations to work towards realising these outcomes.

Under these long and shorter term frameworks there are two systems of accountability.  In 
order to measure long-term progress towards the realisation of the PfG’s outcomes, a number 
of population accountability indicators are used to validate whether the actions of public 
organisations are having an impact.  Improving performance as measured by a particular 
indicator will often require a number of different public organisations to work in collaboration 
to ensure that services between different departments are coordinated and joined up.

 
The resources that organisations use to deliver services are provided each year by the 
Assembly.  The management of these organisations are responsible for ensuring that these 
resources are used on activities that will support the objectives of the PfG.  It is essential that 
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they monitor and report to key stakeholders – the Assembly and the taxpayer - how they 
have used the resources granted to them, and the resulting impact on client populations.  
Under the OBA framework, this is known as performance accountability, and requires that 
organisations are able to measure different programmes or services they deliver against three 
main questions:

•	 How much did we do? 

•	 How well did we do it?

•	 Is anyone better off as a result?

For more information on OBA, see our best practice guide: Performance Management for 
Outcomes

 

3.11	 In 2017 the performance measurement and reporting systems used by the Agency were 
characterised by the use of numerous measures describing activities and achievements, but 
with little reference to the outcome of that activity for those served. Since then, the Agency has 
worked to implement a new system of performance management and reporting based on the 
principles of OBA (Figure 10).  We used one of the Agency’s scorecards as an example of 
good practice in our good practice guide, publish ed in 2019.

Annual Strategic Business Plan
Provides a high level overview of what

the Agency seeks to achieve in the
year ahead

Individual Directorate
Business Plans

Used to plan operational business
within each of the Agency’s

three Directorates

Operational business
planning

Performance measurement
and reporting

Business Report Card
Progress against the Strategic

Business Plan  is reported quarterly
to the Agency’s Board using

an OBA scorecard.

Directorate Report Cards
Progress against Directorate

business plans is also assessed
using quarterly OBA scorecards

Figure 10. Youth Justice Agency performance management and reporting
framework
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3.12	 Nevertheless, there is more to do.  Measuring, reporting and analysing the impact that various 
activities have on service users is essential for both accountability and effective long-term 
governance of the youth justice system and its reform. While senior management can readily 
articulate examples of progress, performance measurement does not yet provide a clear and 
comprehensive understanding of the impact of the Agency’s work on the lives and offending 
behaviour of the young people it deals with.  Often, measures included with the intention 
of reporting impact were more appropriate as measures of quality: for example, results of 
satisfaction surveys from young people and their families.  In some cases, appropriate measures 
or indicators have yet to be developed.  It is important that work towards the development of a 
fully realised OBA-based performance management system is sustained.

3.13	 One of the challenges that the Agency faces in gathering the management information needed 
to support effective performance reporting is the lack of a dedicated case management system.  
In 2017 information about programmes delivered to young people was not held in a format 
that facilitated summary analysis.  Records were also often incomplete.  

3.14	 The Agency has now established new arrangements to improve record keeping.  While the 
quality of these processes is undoubtedly better, these arrangements are a work-around in the 
absence of a case management system.  The Agency recognises that they are no substitute for 
such a system, which would be more likely to provide efficient support for a sophisticated and 
flexible performance measurement and reporting regime.  

Recommendation 2

The Agency should continue to develop its performance reporting regime with greater focus 
on the impact of its work with children and families, in line with the principles of OBA.

There continues to be insufficient understanding of costs throughout the youth 
justice system

3.15	 In 2017 the organisations within the youth justice system lacked the capacity to identify and 
apportion the cost of the different services they provided.  Consequently, the system as a 
whole could not measure the total cost of youth justice.  Little progress has been made towards 
addressing either of these issues.

3.16	 Across the youth justice system, there remains a view that any attempt to disaggregate 
costs relating to youth justice from other costs of those agencies who deal with both adults 
and children is difficult and in itself, likely to be cost prohibitive.  The Agency has made no 
substantive progress in improving the quality of information available about the unit cost of the 
different services it delivers.



Managing children who offend: follow-up review  33

3.17	 The absence of detailed financial information is a significant omission in both the Agency’s 
performance management system and in the documentation relating to the transformation 
programme that we reviewed.  An effective financial management system should be able 
to readily provide detailed information that supports both effective performance reporting 
and change management (Figure 11).  As part of an OBA-based system, understanding the 
resource cost of particular activities is an essential component of the how much did we do 
measure.  The absence of costing information makes it impossible to understand the resource 
cost of the activity being reported on.

Figure 11.  The purpose of financial management information

Source: Adapted from Delivering value and accountability: how finance can help, NAO and CIMA,
              October 2014

Understanding your
activities and costs

Linking your inputs to
outputs and outcomes

Current state

Future state

What is it costing you to
deliver your business
activties as usual?

What value are you
delivering from your
current inputs?

What would it cost you
to deliver services
in a different way?

What value for money
could you deliver using
a different model?

3.18	 Inadequate financial data also poses a risk to the planning and management of reform.  The 
provision or use of detailed financial information has not been evident so far in the development 
of strategies and transformation plans.  There remains little evidence of the full financial impact 
of planned changes even in those parts of the reform programme that are furthest developed.  

3.19	 For example, one of the most developed strands of work is the repurposing of Woodlands 
JJC.  In early 2019, the Departments of Health and Justice established a Programme Board to 
develop plans for the implementation of a new joint health and justice facility on the existing 
Woodlands.  In January 2020, the Ministers of Health and Justice approved a design model 
outlining how the new facility would work, and how it would connect with community based 
services.  At the same time, staff were working on preparing a public consultation exercise 
based on this model, which was delayed due to the Coronavirus outbreak.  We were told that 
the Programme Board is still working towards a project completion date of March 2022.

3.20	 There is currently no robust financial analysis of the cost of the proposed model.  We were told 
that the Programme Board had intended from the outset that the new facility would be, as far 
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as practicable, cost –neutral relative to the cost of current service provision.  Whilst there had 
been some preliminary analysis of costs, there is no detailed analysis of the current cost of all 
the activities that will be subsumed in the new arrangements, nor the estimated cost of the future 
service model.  

3.21	 We were also told that the forthcoming consultation exercise is intended to help provide 
solutions to important issues where the final detail of how the new facility will work remains 
uncertain.  They include questions about how the joint campus will fit within existing 
departmental boundaries and where ownership will lie, what the appropriate level of staffing 
will be (in terms of training, skills mix and support staff), and the cost of the new service model.  
It is likely that these issues will have cost implications which have not been explored fully so far.  

Recommendation 3

The youth justice system should work together to further develop its financial management in-
formation in order to better understand the costs of whole-system activities and to link resource 
inputs to outputs and outcomes.

Part Three:
Progress on key issues
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Appendix 1:						      (paragraph 2.3)
Early Intervention	

Overview of early intervention

Early intervention in youth justice is focused on two groups of young people.  The first group are young 
people who have committed a single low level offence and have no significant related health or social 
issues.  Often these young people, and the wider community, are served best by a quick justice process 
that exits or diverts them from the formal process as quickly as possible.  Doing this successfully means that 
justice can be dispensed as efficiently as possible in terms of time and cost and that potential long-term 
impacts on the young person’s life outcomes are minimised.  

The other, smaller group are those young people who have begun to offend and are identified as having 
complex needs that, without considerable support and intervention, may contribute to the risk of a cycle of 
repeat offending and prolonged involvement with the justice system.  

For these young people, sustained interaction with the justice system can itself be a barrier to improving 
their likely long-term life outcomes and impose an increased risk to reoffending in the future.  Factors such 
as being labelled a criminal, a negative reputation amongst their family and community and having a 
criminal record can in themselves be further barriers to the young person reintegrating into the community 
and desisting from offending behaviour.  

Often it is only through contact with the Youth Justice Agency that these young people and their families 
are directed to appropriate statutory and voluntary services that can help them deal with the issues they 
face.  In such cases, early intervention is about being able to identify young people with needs at an 
earlier stage of their offending behaviour than currently being achieved, and delivering or directing them 
towards support and interventions to help address these issues to mitigate the risk of repeat offending.  

Operationally, this has been implemented through the incremental growth of specific schemes introducing 
early intervention principles into discrete areas of work. 
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Growth of early intervention initiatives

Early Stage 
Intervention 

Description

Early Intervention 
Transformation 
Funding

In 2015, the YJA secured extraordinary funding of around £150,000 per year for 
three years from the Early Intervention Transformation Programme to help initiate new 
early intervention work with its service users.  This money was used in two ways:

•	 provision of small grants to voluntary or community organisations who can 
deliver projects aimed at addressing some of the issues that contribute to 
offending risk at a local level; and

•	 the use of funds to purchase specific additional services for individual young 
people or their families – for example driving lessons or a particular employment 
training course.

Since external funding for this project elapsed in 2017-18, the Agency has 
continued to maintain the services that were provided, meeting the costs through its 
regular annual funding allocation.

Community 
Resolution 
Notice Referral 
Schemes

Community Resolution Notices are a means of dealing with minor offences by 
allowing PSNI officers at the scene to facilitate an agreement between the victim of 
the offence and the offender as to how the offender can make good on the harm 
caused to the victim without incurring a criminal record.  This avoids the need for a 
lengthy formal justice process to resolve the incident.

In March 2018, the YJA commenced a pilot in its Belfast and Southern areas 
whereby young people receiving a CRN could, where their offence was related to 
alcohol or drugs use and deemed appropriate, be offered the chance to participate 
voluntarily in a drug and alcohol awareness programme.  

In November 2018 this pilot was extended to cover drugs and alcohol related 
offences across the whole of Northern Ireland.  Between February and July 2019 
a further pilot, testing the effectiveness and capacity of the YJA to deliver such 
referrals across all other types of offence within the Belfast and Southern areas, 
was completed.  Following evaluation of the results of this, it was decided that the 
approach should be applied to cover all offences across all of Northern Ireland from 
November 2019.

Sexting Referral 
Scheme

Since November 2019, the YJA and the PSNI have been piloting a Sexting Referral 
Scheme in the Belfast and Southern regions.  This scheme allows for PSNI Youth 
Diversion Officers to refer children involved in minor “sexting” type offences to an 
awareness programme delivered by YJA staff, intended to reduce their likelihood of 
becoming involved in similar incidents in the future.
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Early Stage 
Intervention 

Description

Child Diversion 
Forum

The Child Diversion Forum is a new multi-agency initiative that it is hoped will 
contribute to continued lower numbers of young people entering the formal justice 
system over time.  

The group will be made up of staff from the YJA, the PSNI, social services and 
Education Welfare Service.  They will receive referrals about young people, primarily 
from the PSNI, who are on the cusp of being involved or have been involved in 
low level offending but have not yet become involved with the formal justice system 
– either through having been subject to a diversionary disposal or a court order.  
The Forum will share information about children who are referred with partner 
organisations and make decisions about any interventions/support that may be useful 
in helping reduce their risk of (re)offending.  

It is currently intended that a pilot exercise will run in early 2020, with a view to 
potential large scale roll-out across Northern Ireland sometime in late 2020.

Appendix 1:
Early Intervention	
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NIAO Reports 2019 and 2020

Title	 Date Published

2019	
Welfare Reforms in Northern Ireland	 17 January 2019

Structural Maintenance of the Road Network	 26 March 2019

Follow-up reviews in the Health and Social Care Sector: 
Locum Doctors and Patient Safety	 9 April 2019 

Making partnerships work: A good practice guide for public bodies	 30 April 2019

Mental Health in the Criminal Justice System	 14 May 2019

Management of the NI Direct Strategic Partner Project – 
helping to deliver Digital Transformation	 14 June 2019

Local Government Auditor’s Report 2019	 19 June 2019

Financial Auditing and Reporting: General Report by the Comptroller 
and Auditor General for Northern Ireland – 2018	 26 July 2019

Major Capital Projects	 8 December 2019

2020	
Injury on duty schemes for officers in the Police Service of Northern Ireland 
and the Northern Ireland Prison Service (Website only)	 10 March 2020

Governance issues in Sport Northern Ireland	 11 March 2020

Reducing Costs in the PSNI       	 28 April 2020

National Fraud Initiative               	 11 June 2020

The LandWeb Project: An Update                    	 16 June 2020

Raising Concerns: A good practice guide for the Northern Ireland 
public sector                       	 25 June 2020

Addiction Services in Northern Ireland	 30 June 2020

Workforce Planning for Nurses and Midwives	 31 July 2020

Overview of the Northern Ireland Executive’s Response to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 		 2 September 2020

Impact Review of Special Educational Needs	 29 September 2020

Generating electricity from renewable energy	 13 October 2020

Capacity and Capability in the Northern Ireland Civil Service	 18 November  2020

Managing Attendance in Central and Local Government	 24 November 2020
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