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Ten-minute justice: Young thugs sentenced to serve less than a quarter of an hour in the community 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1208232/Ten-minute-justice-Young-thugs-sentenced-serve-quarter-hour-community.html [viewed 19.9.09]
[image: image1.png]


By James Slack, Home Affairs Editor
Last updated at 1:55 AM on 22nd August 2009

Teenage muggers and burglars can escape jail by carrying out as little as ten minutes of community service a week, it has emerged. 

Courts are being encouraged to hand young criminals so-called 'referral orders' as an alternative to custody. The community work is seen as 'reparation' for their offending. 

But the statutory guidance on the use of referral orders, issued by Justice Secretary Jack Straw and Children's Secretary Ed Balls, reveals this could constitute as little as ten minutes of work a week. 
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Yobs: The number of offences committed by youngsters aged ten to 17 in the past year was 277,986 - more than one every two minutes 

According to the documents, this happens if a three-hour reparation order is spread over a period of four months. 

The guidance also reveals that the details of the young criminal's punishment must be 'negotiated', not imposed. 

Some of the 'interventions' suggested by ministers may include 'sport', 'leisure programmes' or even 'a requirement to attend school'. 

Shadow Justice Secretary Dominic Grieve said: 'The public will be shocked to learn that ministers are suggesting young offenders get as little as ten minutes of community service a week. 

'Young offenders need help to steer them away from crime, but a few minutes of community service each week and more time on leisure activities is sending offenders the wrong message and will do little to reduce re-offending.' 
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Suitable punishment? The shocking statutory guidance was issued by Justice Secretary Jack Straw (pictured) and Children's Secretary Ed Balls 

Referral orders are a form of community punishment in which the court refers a young offender who pleads guilty to a youth offending panel. 

The panel is composed of one person from the youth offending team and two community volunteers. The panel is responsible for formulating a contract with the offender which must include elements of 'reparation' and 'intervention' to address re-offending. 

The guidance says that 'contracts should be negotiated with the young people, not imposed on them'. If the young offender does not agree a contract, the case can be referred back to the court for re-sentencing. 

The orders are normally suitable for first-time offenders as an alternative to custody. 

But some youngsters with previous convictions could still qualify. The note says 'in exceptional circumstances, on the recommendation of the youth offending team, where the offender has previously been referred, the offender may receive a second referral order'. 

The orders last for between three and twelve months, depending on the seriousness of the offence. 

Incredibly, a yob who commits a crime while serving an order could simply have the term extended. 

The guidance note says: 'If during the period of the referral order a young offender is convicted of another offence, the court may sentence by way of an extension to the existing referral order.' 

It comes at a time of mounting concern over levels of teenage crime. The number of offences committed by youngsters aged ten to 17 in the past year was 277,986 - more than one every two minutes. 

A report from the Youth Justice Board said that robberies committed by youngsters surged by 29 per cent over three years to 6,669 last year. The 2008 figure included more than 30 carried out by children aged just ten. 

Offences of violence against the person surged by a fifth from 44,988 to 53,930, while drug crime and criminal damage were both up by 12 per cent. 

But despite these increases the use of custody fell from 6,862 cases four years ago to 6,853 last year. 

A spokesman for the Ministry of Justice said: 'This is a unique sentence as its terms are decided by representatives of the local community and it is based on a restorative justice approach proven to be effective for young people. 

'Offenders are monitored and if they break the terms of the contract more severe terms will be imposed.' 

 

