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Anti Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) were introduced by the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 and further reforms introduced in 2003. While the guidance that accompanied the original 1998 legislation suggested that ASBOs would normally apply to adults, the new legislation expressly targets young people. The number of ASBOs taken out in the year up to March 2004 increased by 117% and more than 2,400 have now been issued.  Most of these have been on young people under the age of 18 and now scarcely a day goes by without some mention of ASBOs in the national or local press. But little is known about how effective ASBOs are in changing young people’s behaviour.  To help remedy this, the Association of YOT Managers commissioned a small study of all 155 YOTs (of which 85 responded) and some focus group work with ASB coordinators in two Government Regions as well as a small number of interviews with YOT managers. 

Who receives ASBOs

From our total sample of 85 YOTs, 533 ASBOs were given to young people in 2003.

The highest number in any YOT that year was 102, although most YOTs had fewer than 10.  Three YOTs, all in Greater Manchester, had a very high number for their size - more than 1 per 1000 young people.  High rates were also found in Blackpool, Brighton, Luton and South Tees. 70% of the ASBOs were given in civil courts and 30% alongside a criminal conviction. 

Where there is an urgent need to protect the community, an application for an interim order may be made alongside the application for the main order. Overall, one third of ASBOs were initially interim orders, but there is considerable local variation, ranging from all orders being initially interim in some YOTs to none in others. So the main criterion for applying for an interim order – an urgent need to protect the community – appears not to be applied in all areas.    

The minimum duration of an order is 2 years.  Although more than half were for the minimum period, a quarter were for 3 years and almost one in five for more than 4 years. Not surprisingly, 92% were given to boys.  Three quarters were on those over 15 but 8% were on 10-12 year olds.  The majority, 83%, were recorded on white young people, with only 3% on black and none on Asian young people
.  

What role do YOTs play   

Official guidance on ASBOs states that YOTs should be involved at the start of the process of applying for an ASBO where the subject is a juvenile
. The main purpose is to ensure that any assessment required is carried out in parallel with the application process. In practice, three-quarters of YOTs said they were always or usually involved in decisions to apply for an ASBO, but one in five said they were only occasionally or never involved. Three quarters were consulted in the decisions made in criminal courts but less than half (45%) were in civil courts.  The YOT was most often involved through membership of a panel or case conference, but in some YOTs consultation was reported as minimal. Almost two-thirds of YOTs said they would prefer to be more involved in the decision making process.  

Although officially ASBOs are not considered to be a measure of last resort, many practitioners prefer to try other approaches first. Three quarters of YOTs said that alternatives were usually or sometimes offered before applying for an ASBO, but 15% said this happened only occasionally or never. The most common alternatives offered were acceptable behaviour contracts (ABCs), warning letters, interviews and referral to youth inclusion and support panels (YISPs).

Breaches of ASBOs constitute a criminal offence and official guidance strongly recommends the use of custody in such instances. In practice, breach rates are high, with more than half of the ASBOs made being breached. One quarter of the YOTs reported that all of their orders had been breached and almost two-thirds had breach rates of at least 50%. Although around half were breached for criminal or anti-social behaviour, one quarter were breached for lesser matters such as entering prohibited areas or associating with named individuals. One in 8 of the breaches led to a custodial remand.  

Since the breach of an ASBO is a criminal offence that may attract a custodial sentence, it is considered good practice for YOTs to provide written reports to the courts. In practice, the percentage that had written reports varied widely, with no cases having written reports in almost half the YOTs, but all cases having such reports in a quarter of them. In 12% of YOT areas the court sentencing options were limited to either a fine or custody. 

Effectiveness and impact

There is no commonly agreed definition of anti-social behaviour, so it is difficult to measure and assess the impact of interventions.  There is some scepticism among YOT managers about the potential effectiveness of ASBOs, with only 15% saying they were usually or always successful. Two thirds thought they were only occasionally so and 8% thought they were never successful. 

Publicity about the individuals on ASBOs appears to be the norm. Almost half of the YOTs (43%) said the local authority published information on the young people and only one in five said this never happened.  The most common types of publicity were newspapers, leaflets to local residents, letters and posters. Almost half of the YOTs (47%) said such publicity was quite or very unsuccessful in preventing them from breaching the conditions.  

Making ASBOs more effective

Addressing antisocial behaviour and applying for ASBOs are mainly the province of local authorities and the police. Their main priority is to respond to the concerns of the local community and provide reassurance that their problems will be reduced (rather than changing the behaviour of young people) and, while some have developed effective working relationships with YOTs, social services and other organisations involved with young people, others, especially those who believe the YOT is ‘on the side of young people’, have not.  

Some local authority ASB officers feel the sanctions and interventions available under criminal proceedings do not effectively address the behaviour of some unruly teenagers. They consider that an hour or so per week for a few months is insufficient to have any impact and that Intensive Supervision and Surveillance Orders and Youth Inclusion Programmes, while useful, do not work with the more difficult individuals. In contrast, they believe that ASBOs can make a difference where other approaches have failed. 

There are also differences of opinion about interim ASBOs. Some like the fact that the conditions can be imposed straight away, without having to wait several months for the hearing. Others prefer the court case to be accelerated instead, noting that some young people breach the conditions of an interim ASBO without knowing what they are.

Generating publicity about a young person on an ASBO is clearly contentious. Some ASB officers believe it is essential for making them effective, whereas some YOTs disapprove of this. The local press often want to cover the case in a sensational way.  However, in many areas, an acceptable compromise can be reached where a minimum of information is given to local residents, depending on the case, but it does not go to a wider audience.  Photos are often unnecessary, as the young person may be known anyway.  Sometimes this goes wrong, and there have been incidents where photos were leaked to the press or posters had a counterproductive effect on the young person’s behaviour.  In some areas, young people consider ASBO posters to be a status symbol.  

But there are also large areas of agreement on which more effective joint approaches could be built. Most agree that alternatives such as warning letters or ABCs should be tried first - although, as our survey shows, this does not always happen in practice. Many also agree that 2-3 years is too long to place a restriction on young teenagers and that it is important to involve YOTs and other agencies in sharing information about young people. The earlier that information can be shared the better, as a visit to the family can be made and some problems resolved.  Where there is a youth inclusion and support panel (YISP) in the area, this can help to direct suitable resources to the family.  If an ASBO application is made for a young person without sufficient involvement of other agencies, some courts will send the case back for the parties to sort out their differences first.  

Best practice might include some or all of the following:

· All cases involving juveniles are discussed at an early stage by a panel of the relevant agencies, including the police, housing providers, social services, the YOT, education welfare, the fire service, environmental services, community support officers and neighbourhood wardens. 

· A protocol is agreed for dealing with anti-social behaviour by juveniles and supporting the victims, including how best to provide evidence without risking intimidation. All the relevant agencies should be fully informed about the protocol and staff trained in how to deal with such situations proactively.

· An ASBO would only be sought after other alternatives have been tried, such as warnings, family support, parenting contracts and ABCs. Restorative justice approaches might be suitable in some cases. 

· The panel also considers how best to support the victims of the anti-social behaviour.

· Those on interim ASBOs are given clear information and immediate support to help them keep within the terms of the order, in the same way as those on a full ASBO. 

· The need for publicity and the form it might take should be carefully considered by all relevant parties while the application is being developed.  

· The young person’s behaviour should be closely monitored and where there are clear signs of improvement, the conditions of the order should be reviewed and the restrictions suspended where the order is no longer necessary. Where behaviour lapses, the order can be re-imposed any time during the ASBO period.  
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� The remainder (14%) were classified as unknown ethnicity. 


� See “A Guide to Anti-Social Behaviour Orders and Acceptable Behaviour Contracts”, published jointly by the Home Office, ACPO and the Youth Justice Board, November 2002. 





