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Justice Committee 
 

Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Bill – Stage 2 
 

Written submission from Action for Children Scotland 
 

About Action for Children 
 
Action for Children is one of the UK's largest children's charities working with 
over 156,000 children, young people and their families at around 420 projects 
across the UK. In Scotland we work in partnership to run more than 60 
services for almost 8000 of Scotland’s most vulnerable children and young 
people. Action for Children Scotland welcomes the opportunity to submit 
supplementary evidence to the Scottish Parliament’s Justice Committee for its 
Stage 2 consideration of amendments on knife crime. Action for Children 
Scotland’s evidence draws upon our proven track record of successfully 
engaging young people who offend, or are at risk of offending or of re-
offending, in robust community based alternatives to custody. These have 
proved highly effective in significantly reducing the likelihood of offending and 
of re-offending amongst the young people we work with. Many of these young 
people have been affected by knife crime, both as victims and/or as offenders. 
Action for Children Scotland’s evidence also reflects the key findings of the 
Step inside our shoes survey, which we carried out to find out more about 
young people’s attitudes to, and experience of, gun and knife crime across the 
UK. 
 
General 
 
Action for Children Scotland notes the proposals in Amendment Nos. 10 and 
10A which would, if agreed by the Justice Committee, require the courts to 
impose mandatory sentences of at least six months or a minimum of two 
years respectively for carrying a knife.  Our concern is that introducing 
mandatory custodial sentences for carrying knives will simply lead to more 
people being sent to jails which are already overcrowded, without tackling the 
underlying causes of knife crime and violence within our society. 
 
Action for Children Scotland is also aware of the recent report published by 
the Scottish Government, Criminal Proceedings in Scottish Courts statistics, 
which confirms that Scottish courts are already imposing tough sentences for 
knife crime although there are concerns that only a minority (30%) of 
convicted offenders receive custodial sentences. Given this situation, we 
believe it is essential that sufficient time is allowed to assess the impact that 
longer sentences for knife crime are having on the level of offending, and of 
re-offending. Action for Children Scotland considers that, without such an 
assessment, there is a strong risk that the introduction of mandatory 
sentences could be both premature, and potentially ineffective. Achieving a 
lasting, long term solution to knife crime and violence will, instead, require the 
adoption and implementation of a package of measures.  
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These measures should include the greater use of community based 
disposals, and increasing the availability of affordable and accessible social 
and leisure opportunities for young people. The Scottish Government, local 
authorities, the police, the voluntary sector and other key agencies all have a 
key role to play in progressing the measures which we believe are necessary 
to deliver significant success in this area. Young people should be involved in 
the design and delivery of these measures, given the impact of knife crime on 
their lives. Young people are more often the victims of violent crime, than the 
perpetrators, and they want safer communities just as we all do. It should also 
be highlighted that many young people experience knife crime both as 
perpetrators and victims. Action for Children Scotland, therefore, believes that 
policy makers should engage with young people, and learn from their 
experiences, to help solve the problems of knife crime in our society.   
 
What do young people tell us about knife crime? 
 
Action for Children Scotland’s Step inside our shoes survey was conducted 
across the UK in 2008 to find out what young people think about gun and 
knife crime. A total of 821 young people responded to the survey, including 
175 young people from Scotland, many of whom were accessing our services. 
Almost eight out of 10 were unemployed. They came from vulnerable 
communities where gun and knife crime is a significant problem. The results 
specifically reflect the views of those most affected by the problem, giving 
them the chance to be heard, to highlight their experiences and to have a role 
in shaping the solutions. The results provide a unique insight into the issue of 
gun and knife crime in Scotland, and across the UK. 
 
How many young people have been affected? 
 
• 31% of those who responded in Scotland told us they had been affected 

by gun and knife crime (29% across the UK); 
• 20% had been personally affected (15% across the UK); and 
• 40% knew someone who had been personally affected (41% across the 

UK) 
 
What are the main reasons for young people’s involvement? 
 
• 73% said the main reason young people got involved in knife and gun 

crime was to protect themselves (63% across the UK); 
• 72% blamed drugs (66% across the UK); 
• 71% blamed alcohol (53% across the UK); 
• 67% said it was to get revenge (61% across the UK); and 
• 53% said peer pressure (63% across the UK) 
 
How safe do young people feel? 
 
• Only 37% said they feel ‘very safe’ in their community (28% across the 

UK); and 
• 22% were worried about gangs in their area ( 36% across the UK) 
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Need for effective action to tackle knife crime 
 
Action for Children Scotland believes that, if action to tackle knife crime is to 
succeed, it is essential the Scottish Government, local authorities, the police, 
NHS Boards, the voluntary sector and other key agencies adopt an 
integrated, joined-up approach to progressing the measures outlined below: 
 
• Provide greater access to structured activities 

Evidence suggests that structured activities provided by youth services, 
including local authorities and voluntary organisations, and by other 
organisations working with children and young people, can reduce the 
risks of offending and of anti-social behaviour within local communities. 
Our Positive Options programme in Highland has shown how sport and 
leisure pursuits can be used to divert young people from troublesome 
behaviour. Action for Children Scotland, therefore, welcomes the Scottish 
Government’s commitment to implement the proposals outlined in Moving 
Forward: A Strategy for Improving Young People’s Chances Through 
Youth Work. We also welcome the financial support provided for 
community based projects and activities by the Scottish Government’s 
CashBack for Communities initiative. Action for Children Scotland hopes 
that these initiatives, by providing greater access to structured activities, 
will help to reduce the risks of children and young people getting involved 
in knife crime and other offences.  

 
• Give young people a greater say in how to tackle violence 

Young people must be given greater encouragement and support by local 
authorities and the police to have a say in the design and delivery of the 
local anti-social behaviour strategies.. 

 
• Increase the availability of information about the impact of violence 

More information should be made available by the Scottish Government, 
local authorities, schools, the police and other agencies on the dangers 
and consequences of being involved in gun and knife crime, and/or gang-
related violence. Action for Children Scotland, therefore, welcomes the 
launch of the Scottish Government’s No Knives, Better Lives initiative, 
which we believe can make an important contribution in this area. 

 
• Increase employment training opportunities  

We welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment to implement More 
Choices, More Chances, and its continued focus on those young people 
who are not in employment, education or training. Real jobs and training 
opportunities can provide a way out for young people caught up in 
violence, and in the gang culture. The young people who need more 
choices and more chances lack basic opportunities to fulfil their potential. 
They face barriers which are often challenging, particularly in the current 
harsh economic climate, unless targeted support is available through 
services such as Action for Children Scotland’s Youthbuild.  
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Action for Children Scotland’s Youthbuild provides disadvantaged young 
people with that initial chance to access such opportunities, and to turn 
their lives around. It works with young people aged 16-24, including those 
who have been involved in knife crime, who face multiple challenges in 
finding work. Most have left school without any qualifications. The 
Youthbuild project provides every trainee with personalised one-to-one 
support as they learn a range of skills that are needed in the construction 
industry. Many of the young people then go on to start an apprenticeship, 
or to take-up a full-time position, in the construction industry. 
 
The project is very much a collaborative approach between the private, 
public and voluntary sectors with many agencies getting involved in the 
delivery and support aspects of Youthbuild. Partners include Inspiring 
Scotland, Glasgow City Council, the European Social Fund, Inverclyde 
Council, City of Edinburgh Council, Clackmannanshire Council, West 
Dunbartonshire Council, East Ayrshire Council, Skills Development 
Scotland and the Scottish Government. About 60 private sector 
construction companies are involved, along with local housing 
associations such as the Oak Tree, Link, Cloch, Milnbank, Shettleston and 
Govanhill housing associations.  

The Action for Children Scotland Youthbuild model was piloted in Glasgow 
and Inverclyde. An independent evaluation noted:  

 
• a 70 % success rate for helping young people move into employment ; 
• high completion rates for those involved in the programme; and 
• considerable savings from diverting young people from trouble - the 
annual cost of a place for a male in prison, or on remand or in a young 
offenders’ institution is estimated at £31,106.  

 
Together with our partners, we have now rolled Youthbuild out to West 
Dunbartonshire, Edinburgh, Clackmannanshire and East Ayrshire. 

 
• Invest in for early intervention 

We believe that the Scottish Government, local authorities, NHS 
Boards and other agencies must put in place sustainable funding for 
services that can intervene early to support vulnerable and difficult to 
reach young people, and to prevent them from getting involved in knife 
crime. Many of the young people caught up in gun and knife crime fall 
within this group, and it is vital that they receive support at an early 
stage to address their behaviour, and to help turn their lives around. 
 

• Support community based projects 
Community based projects such as, for example, Action for Children 
Scotland’s Ayrshire Crossover Project can make a significant 
contribution to help reduce knife crime in local communities. The 
Crossover Project works with young people who have offended, or are 
at risk of offending or of re-offending, including those involved in knife 
crime. Since its launch in June 2001, the project has developed 
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innovative ways to help marginalised young people, including young 
offenders, to address their behaviour, and to get them involved in 
positive ways in their local communities. The project won the Young 
Scot Heritage Award for a community project where young people 
worked with the local community to regenerate an area in East 
Ayrshire. Together they landscaped a garden, which they chose to 
name The Miners’ Memorial Walk. The experience of the Crossover 
Project demonstrates that, with the right support and opportunities, 
marginalised young people have a lot to contribute to their communities 

 
 
Robert McGeachy 
Policy and Public Affairs Manager 
17 March 2010 
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