Government Response to the Parliament of Victoria Drugs and Crime Prevention
Committee’s final report on its Inquiry into Strategies to Prevent High Volume
Offending and Recidivism by Young People

The Government welcomes the Parliament of Victoria Drugs and Crime Prevention
Committee’s (the Committee) final report on its Inquiry into Strategies to Prevent High
Volume Offending and Recidivism by Young People (the Report).

Background

On 1 March 2007, the Legislative Assembly gave the Committee terms of reference to
inquire into and report on justice and crime strategies in high volume crimes, such as
theft and property-related offences, which often involve young people, and to provide
recommendations on:
e causal factors that may influence patterns of high volume crime, with particular
emphasis on repeat offences committed by young people

¢ strategies that may be effective in addressing the underlying causal factors or
recidivist patterns of offending.

The Committee used a variety of processes and methodologies in conducting the inquiry
including: a literature review; background briefings; site visits; forums with young
people; meetings with key local, interstate and New Zealand agencies and organisations;
a discussion paper that generated 34 written submissions; and public hearings that
received evidence from 82 witnesses.

On 28 July 2009, the Committee tabled its Report in the Parliament.
The Committee’s recommendations

In its Report, the Committee focuses on repeat youth offenders. It has tried to develop
strategies to stop these young people from getting into the justice system and, if this is
unsuccessful, to outline strategies that will reduce or eliminate further offences.

The Report contains 41 recommendations on strategies to prevent high volume
offending and recidivism by young people, the majority of which are referable to young
people aged 18 and under. The Committee defines high volume crime as those crime
types with the highest overall recorded frequency, and recidivism as the act of
repetitious offending among young offenders.

The recommendations in the Report cover a range of areas, many of which reflect the
factors the Committee considered crucial to understanding youth offending and
re-offending:

¢ coordination and implementation of youth crime prevention strategies
e child development, parenting and welfare

¢ education, employment and training

e community capacity building

e diversionary approaches

e police, courts and the youth justice system
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young people with special needs (i.e. Indigenous young people, culturally and
linguistically diverse youth, young people with disabilities, homeless and
vulnerable youth, and young people with substance abuse problems)

data, evaluation and evidence-based research.

The following principles underlie and support the Committee’s recommendations:

Young people make an important contribution to the well-being of the
community. Only a small minority of young people get involved in criminal or
antisocial behaviour at the expense of the wider community.

Most young people deal successfully and responsibly with the challenges of
adolescence and the transition to adult life without experiencing serious or
lasting difficulties. Conversely, a small minority of young people due to a variety
of factors are at risk of engaging in criminal or antisocial conduct. These factors
must be understood and addressed in an effort to tackle the range and
complexity of problems faced by the minority at risk.

There is no one cause or single factor contributing to juvenile offending.
Criminal and antisocial behaviour by young people, as with adults, is a complex
phenomenon that is attributable to a range of intersecting and overlapping
factors.

Strategies developed to address youth offending and its causes should be
grounded in a rights based framework that places the needs of the child as
paramount. At the same time these strategies should address the need for young
people to respect others within the community.

Policy and program interventions to address youth oﬁ’ending must be based on
best evidence. An essential part of any policy development is the ability to rely
and draw upon comprehensive and up-to-date data.

Strategies and program interventions are not of themselves enough. It is
essential that any project developed to address youth offending and antisocial
behaviour be subject to ongoing monitoring and evaluation.

Prevention and early intervention programs and approaches that address the
needs of all young people are an essential component of any strategy fo prevent
or reduce youth offending.

Incarceration for young people should only be used as a last resort. For most
young people alternative strategies such as diversionary programs have proven
to be more successful.

Engaging young people in education, training, constructive leisure activities
and/or meaningful employment empowers young people and assists in
preventing youth offending.

There is a need for an ‘all of community’ approach by which the responsibility

Jor preventing youth offending is shared by all levels of government, the private
sector, parents, carers and the community at large. As part of such an approach
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a coordinated and appropriately funded strategy to reduce youth offending is
essential.

e A range of interventions, methods and approaches is necessary to address youth
offending — a ‘one size fits all’ response is insufficient to tackle the complexities
of the problem. Targeted approaches will need to be tailored to different groups
of young people at risk in addition to more generalist methods that apply equally
to all young people in the community.!

Government response

The Government is committed to ensuring Victoria’s young people achieve their full
potential. This commitment is shown by the significant investment across portfolios in
programs, services and strategies aimed at addressing the needs of young Victorians.
The Government welcomes the Committee’s positive comments and support for several
of these programs, services and strategies. '

The Government’s Growing Victoria Together and A Fairer Victoria set the
longer-term overarching strategic goals to be achieved for all Victorians, including
young people. Flowing from these is the Government’s overarching youth policy,

. Future Directions: An Action Agenda for Young People. Future Directions reflects and
drives a broad range of activity across government to improve life outcomes for all
young Victorians, including community participation, education, information, health
and safety. These underpin a range of other strategies, actions plans, programs and
services aimed at addressing the needs of Victoria’s young people, either specifically or
more generally.

As noted by the Committee, most young Victorians are participating and contributing in
a positive way to their communities. However, a small but significant number
experience issues and challenges that require active interventions and support to enable
them to reach their full potential. The whole of government work towards developing a
framework for vulnerable youth is an important step in this area. Once finalised, this
policy framework will strengthen action across state and local governments and
communities to respond to the needs of young people who are experiencing difficulty
and are at risk of disengaging from school and community activities. It focuses on
responding to vulnerability early on, preventing escalation and increasing the likelihood
of young people reaching their potential.

The Government recognises that youth offending is not just a legal problem. It is also a
social problem with social causes and effects. As the Committee notes, a variety of
intersecting and overlapping factors contribute to the complex issue of youth offending.
The Government’s policies reflect that there is no one quick fix, and that a range of
different approaches are required to address youth offending. For example, the
Government is continuing to invest in quality maternal and child health services to
support families and give children the very best start in life. In particular, the Enhanced
Maternal and Child Health Service provides vital support to parents who are
disadvantaged, socially isolated, or have babies with significant health problems and
need extra assistance. The Government is also working on a range of fronts to ensure
that young people are engaged in education, training or employment. At a more targeted
level, initiatives like the Koori Youth Justice program works to prevent particular

" Drugs and Crime Prevention Committee, Parliament of Victoria, Inquiry into strategies to prevent high
. volume offending and recidivism by young people: final report (2009) v-vi.
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groups of young people at risk of offending from entering the system by providing the
young person with access to key social needs such as housing, education and recreation.

Prevention and early intervention are a key part of the Government’s approach to
preventing or reducing youth offending. As stated in A4 Balanced Approach to Juvenile
Justice in Victoria, the Government’s primary focus in the area of youth justice is crime
prevention. The aim is to prevent low risk young people from entering the youth justice
system, to rehabilitate more serious offenders, and to support young offenders after
release from custodial care to establish a non-offending lifestyle. That said, the
Government’s approach to juvenile justice is a balanced one, responding to the
individual needs and circumstances of the young person, victims of crime, and the
interests of the community.

Major recent reforms focussing on prevention and early intervention include: Because
mental health matters — Victorian Mental Health Reform Strategy 2009-2019; the
Blueprint for Education and Early Childhood Development, and A New Blueprint for
Alcohol and Other Drug Treatment Services 2009-2013.

Because mental health matters represents a commitment by the Government to ensure
all Victorians have the opportunities they need to maintain good mental health while
also supporting those with a mental illness to access high quality, timely care and live
successfully in the community. Because mental health matters is based on four core
elements: prevention; early intervention; recovery; and social inclusion. It includes a
focus on early identification and intervention for children and young people as well as a
focus on the mental health care needs of vulnerable young people.

The Blueprint for Education and Early Childhood Development outlines the
Government’s vision that every young Victorian thrives, learns and grows to enjoy a
productive, rewarding and fulfilling life, while contributing to their local and global
communities. A key priority to achieve this vision is to improve outcomes for
disadvantaged young Victorians,

A New Blueprint for Alcohol and Other Drug Treatment Services outlines a five-year
framework for the future development of alcohol and other drug services in Victoria.
Key elements of the Blueprint’s vision for the alcohol and other drug treatment system
include: improved responses to reduce the impact of parental alcohol and other drug use
on children; a greater focus on engaging families in the treatment of adolescents; and
earlier intervention with at-risk young people to prevent and reduce long-term harms
from alcohol and other drug use. ‘

Diversion is another key part of the Government’s approach to preventing or reducing
youth offending. Sometimes this will mean diversion from entering the formal criminal
justice system. As gatekeepers of the criminal justice system, Victoria Police play an
important role in this approach. One of the focuses of Victoria Police’s Child and Youth
Strategy 2009-2013 is on increasing effective diversion.

Once in the formal criminal justice system, the framework for youth justice policy
acknowledges the vulnerability of young people and recognises that custody should
only be applied as a last resort. A diversionary option is offered through the Youth
Justice Group Conferencing program, which makes young offenders accountable for
their offending by bringing them together with their victims to apologise and repair the
harm caused by the offence.
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A recent innovative diversion related project the Government is undertaking is
examining the development of Youth Peer Panels in Victoria. The project is exploring
how to provide opportunities for young people and adults to work together to develop
local solutions to address youth crime and divert young people from the mainstream
criminal justice system. Key stakeholders, community groups and young people are
being consulted regarding this project.

The Government is committed to working towards a coordinated system that works
together to better support vulnerable young Victorians. An example of this commitment
is the Youth Justice Community Support Service, which is an integrated approach to the
provision of intensive support and services to young people in the youth justice system.
It addresses the underlying social factors to youth offending such as accommodation,
education, employment, health and counselling for young offenders with complex needs
in the youth justice system.,

The Government aims to base its approach to preventing and reducing youth offending
upon a sound evidence base. The Government recognises the importance to sound
policy development of comprehensive data, evaluation of initiatives and research, and
strives to strengthen and continuously improve capacity in these areas.

The Government’s approach to preventing and reducing offending by young people
accords with the 11 principles that underlie and support the Committee’s
recommendations. As such, the Government is pleased to be able to support the
majority of the Committee’s recommendations, accepting to varying degrees 33 of the
41 recommendations. Of the remaining eight recommendations, four have been noted
and four are not supported.

A range of strategies have been implemented or are being implemented that address
many of the Committee’s recommendations. The Government will continue this work.
The Government will implement or give further consideration to the other supported
recommendations, noting that implementation of some will be subject to government
budgetary considerations. In accordance with the requirements of the Charter of Human
Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006, regard is had to human rights when developing
any policies and laws, including those relating to young people.

The Government’s response to each of the recommendations is set out in detail in the
attached table.

Conclusion

The Government acknowledges the important contribution made by the many
individuals and organisations who participated in the Committee’s inquiry. The
Committee is to be commended for its valuable work in undertaking these terms of
reference, and for producing a comprehensive final report on strategies to prevent high
volume offending and recidivism by young people.

The Government is committed to continuing its support for Victoria’s young people,
and to taking steps to address the issue of youth offending. The Government believes
that its commitment in this area benefits not only our young people but the community
as a whole.
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