
Dear Police and Crime Commissioner candidate,

At NYAS (National Youth Advocacy Service), we are campaigning for better support and protection
for care experienced children and young people. The work of Police and Crime Commissioners or
Mayors with policing responsibility can have a huge impact on vulnerable children, so the upcoming
election will be vital. That is why we have launched our Trouble with the Law campaign.

The ideas in this campaign have drawn on challenges and opportunities identified by care
experienced young people that we work with. We hope you agree that their voices must be heard.

As part of the campaign, we invite you as a candidate to pledge your commitment to supporting
care experienced children and young people.

To sign the pledge, please contact joshua.williams@nyas.net
 
In the build up to the election, we will be updating our website and social media to show all
candidates who have pledged their support to this campaign.

Trouble with the Law
Pledge your support



Our research found that most police forces have no routine way of tracking how often they
encounter children in care. They simply do not know how many care experienced children and
young people they are arresting. Whilst they are acutely overrepresented in the criminal justice
system, care experienced young people are often overlooked in Police and Crime plans. Care
experienced young people do not want preferential treatment, but they do want to be heard.
Police and Crime Commissioners should make sure that the police treat those they encounter
under the age of 18 as children first, and promote a child-centred policing model.
 
There is a national protocol committed to reducing the criminalisation of young people in care in
England and a similar protocol is under development in Wales. However, these can only work if
local areas drive them forward. Care experienced children have often suffered from abuse or
neglect, and the instability and harm to their mental health does not always end when they are
taken into care. That is why all police forces need to be trauma informed. The best practice is
intervening early, preventing care experienced young people from entering the criminal justice
system for the first time. Championing restorative justice can be key. Police and social care
working together gets results – in Surrey, collaboration has seen a 92% decrease in first time
entrants to the youth justice system. Making this part of your strategy will save police time and
help care experienced young people to flourish.

Looked-after children from Black, Asian and other ethnic minority backgrounds find themselves
over-represented in both the care and youth justice systems. Black children, children with mixed
ethnicity and children from other ethnic groups are more likely than white children to enter the
care system. As of May 2020, over half (51.9%) of children held in custody were from Black,
Asian and ethnic minority backgrounds across England and Wales, compared to 27% in 2009.
Police and Crime Commissioners should work to ensure there is published data readily available
that disaggregates young offenders by ethnicity and care status, whilst working in partnership
with children and young people to understand why looked after children from ethnic minority
backgrounds are overrepresented in custody and the wider criminal justice system.

Over the last ten years, the average
custodial sentence length given to children
increased by more than six months  from 11.4
to 17.7 months.

Work to keep care experienced young people out of the criminal justice system1.

Over half the children currently in
youth custody are care
experienced.

2. Never make policies about young people, without young people

Article 12 of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the
Child states that children have the
right to be listened to and taken
seriously.

The National Police Chief’s Council
acknowledges that care
experienced children often have a
negative view of the police, which
can be based on their experiences.

Care experienced children and young people are rarely given a meaningful platform to have their
say within the criminal justice system. Policies are often developed without any input from the
children and young people that they directly affect. This is a missed opportunity. The UN
Convention says that special consideration should be given to the opinions of children in 



vulnerable situations, including those who are care experienced.

Although gathering feedback on a case-by-case basis is helpful, it is most important that a
strategic view is taken. Police and Crime Commissioners should seek new ways to empower
care experienced young people to shape future strategy. For example, local authorities in
England host 'children in care councils’ which commissioners should make contact with, in order
to engage with young people. In Wales, NYAS Cymru hosts a Young Person’s Advisory Group,
and we would be able to advise you on setting up a similar group in your police force area.

Involving care experienced voices in the Police and Crime Commissioner’s powers would be the
gold standard; for example, young people could directly contribute to Police and Crime Plans or
join recruitment panels for new Chief Constables. This will build trust and openness, which
longer term can be vital in giving children and young people the confidence to contact the police
when they need to. 

3. Protect victims of exploitation and missing children

A recent serious case review into the
shooting of a 14-year-old boy found
that because of perceived gang
involvement, professionals failed to
identify him as a victim and instead
labelled him as a criminal.

Around a quarter of all
identified or suspected
victims of trafficking in the
UK were missing from care.

Young people who have been exploited should be treated as victims, not criminals. Care
experienced children and young people are often vulnerable and subjected to grooming and
coercion. These practices are aimed to isolate them and prevent them from asking for help – we
must not let fear of criminalisation add to their vulnerability. Children living in care miles from
their home county have been described by MPs as “sitting ducks” for criminal exploitation such
as county lines. It is important that the police recognise that victims of exploitation may not
always see themselves as victims.
 
Children should not be disadvantaged by their care status. It is time to stand up for care
experienced young people in the same way as we would for our own children. Police and Crime
Commissioners should prioritise enforcement to target the adults who abuse and exploit these
children and young people. Police and Crime Commissioners should also invest in services that
support children as victims and prevent or reduce their risk of exploitation.
 
In England, our ‘Missing the Point’ campaign is working to safeguard children who are reported
missing. Record numbers of children are going missing from care and are at increased risk of
harm including through sexual exploitation or grooming for criminal activity.

4. Campaign to end the lifelong stigma of criminal records

Over 10.5 million people in the
UK have a criminal record.

In England, 39% of care experienced 19
to 21-year olds were not in
employment, education or training,
compared with 12% of their peers in
2019.



In England and Wales, many childhood criminal records are never deleted. Police and Crime
Commissioners should campaign to bring our system in line with more sensible approaches in
other countries. In Italy, for example, all non-custodial records are deleted at 18 years old.
France ensures most childhood records are deleted after three years, and in Germany most
records are removed once the individual turns 24.

Three quarters of employers in the UK admit they would discriminate against young people who
disclose their criminal record at an early stage. Without employment, young people are more
likely to reoffend. A criminal record follows a child into old age, limiting their opportunities at
every turn.

The majority of children entering care are victims of abuse or neglect, but before long they can
also find themselves treated like criminals. Sometimes this is because untreated mental health
problems or previous abuse leads the young person to react in a way that seems inappropriate
for particular situations. Sometimes it is because a children’s homes call 999 for minor incidents
where most parents would not even consider involving the police. This is in the context of
England and Wales currently having among the lowest ages of criminal responsibility in Europe.
From the age of 10, children can be arrested, prosecuted and imprisoned. The UN Committee
on the Rights of the Child has indicated that 12 years should be the ‘absolute minimum’ age at
which children become liable to criminal proceedings.

If Police and Crime Commissioners could add their influence to highlight the flaws in the British
approach to criminal records, we could stop children’s future opportunities from being written off
at such a young age.  

Thank you for any efforts you can make to stand up for care experienced children and young
people. Your support locally for the ‘Trouble with the Law’ campaign will be vital in shifting the
national debate towards protecting and improving outcomes for care-experienced children and
young people.

Best regards,

Rita Waters
                                                                 
Chief Executive
                                                           
National Youth Advocacy Service

Who we are:
The National Youth Advocacy Service (NYAS) is a rights-based charity
supporting care-experienced children and young people and
empowering their voices to be heard. Alongside our services and
projects across England and Wales, we also campaign to improve the
lives of care-experienced children and young people. Read more here:
https://www.nyas.net/campaigns/

This document aims to encourage Police and
Crime Commissioner and Mayoral candidates of
all political parties or none to pledge their
commitment to the recommendations within
this campaign. It is not intended to promote or
support any particular political parties or
candidates and must not be used for this
purpose.


