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About this publication
This publication has been written primarily for government ministers, civil servants and advisers engaged in youth justice and child welfare policy making in
England. The four contributors are recognised experts in the field of youth justice in general, and child imprisonment in particular, and they have a breadth of
experience that extends over four decades.[i]

By focusing on 10 inter-related areas of policy and practice in relation to child imprisonment in England, the contributors trace a range of government pledges,
reforms and key policy developments that have evolved from the implementation of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 to the present time. The coverage is
necessarily inexhaustive but – principally through reviewing authoritative official sources – this publication distils the main evidence that exists in each area of policy
and practice reform over the past 25 years. All references to government throughout the text mean the UK Government.

With the prison system in crisis, the time is now right to heed the evidence and to devise and implement an ambitious strategy to finally bring child imprisonment
to a permanent end. When deprivation of liberty is demonstrably the only possible means of avoiding serious and immediate harm to the child or others, this
should only ever occur in a secure childcare establishment which builds upon the best practice of secure children’s homes and other welfare settings.[ii]

At the time of publication, there are five child prisons[iii] in England and Wales – four young offender institutions (YOI) for children aged 15 years and over, and one
secure training centre (STC) for children aged 12 to 17 years.[iv]

There is abundant and very well-established evidence indicating that particular groups of children – including those from Black, Asian and minority ethnic
communities, girls, disabled children and looked after[v] children – endure additional harms in prisons. Although a substantial volume of this evidence is
signposted here, systematic analyses of such children’s experiences are necessarily beyond the scope of this relatively short publication. Similarly, for the sake of
brevity, we have not included the findings and recommendations of all official investigations into the deaths of children in custody. Since the UK signed the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1990[vi], 35 children have died in YOIs and STCs in England and Wales.

[i] See page 31 for summary biographies. Each contributor is a member of the End Child Imprisonment steering group, a national campaign co-ordinated by Article 39 children’s rights charity in partnership with the Alliance for Youth
Justice, Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, Child Rights International Network, Howard League for Penal Reform, INQUEST, Just for Kids Law and the National Association for Youth Justice.
[ii] The End Child Imprisonment campaign has previously (2019) published ‘Principles and minimum expectations for children deprived of their liberty’, available at: https://article39.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ECI-Principles-
and-Minimum-Expectations-FINAL-pub-18-April-2019.pdf
[iii] In its 2020 publication, the End Child Imprisonment campaign offered six child prison tests, including that the institution is governed by prison law. Section 43 of the Prison Act 1952 provides for the following penal institutions for
children – young offender institutions, secure training centres and secure colleges. The 2020 publication is available at: https://article39.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/The-Case-for-Ending-Child-Imprisonment-10-December-
2020.pdf
[iv] Feltham YOI in Greater London; Parc YOI in Mid Glamorgan; Werrington YOI in Stoke-on-Trent; Wetherby YOI in West Yorkshire; and Oakhill STC in Milton Keynes. Parc YOI and Oakhill STC are run by G4S; the remaining
institutions are public prisons. 
[v] ‘Looked after’ is the generic term for children who are either the subject of a care order (where a local authority obtains parental responsibility for them), accommodated by local authorities on a voluntary basis (with the agreement
of parents or the child themselves if they are aged 16 or 17) or remanded in custody.
[vi] The UK ratified this international human rights treaty in December 1991.

The overwhelming conclusion is that, despite the best efforts of the many individuals
and organisations involved, the evidence unequivocally shows that the multitudinous
attempts to reform child imprisonment have ultimately failed, and continue to fail.

https://article39.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ECI-Principles-and-Minimum-Expectations-FINAL-pub-18-April-2019.pdf
https://article39.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/ECI-Principles-and-Minimum-Expectations-FINAL-pub-18-April-2019.pdf
https://article39.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/The-Case-for-Ending-Child-Imprisonment-10-December-2020.pdf
https://article39.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/The-Case-for-Ending-Child-Imprisonment-10-December-2020.pdf
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Introduction 
The establishment of a distinct secure estate for children has been government policy for nearly 25 years. This endeavour began with the transfer of commissioning
and oversight of children’s custodial institutions to the Youth Justice Board (YJB) in 2000, and the coming into force of the prison service policy ‘Regimes for
prisoners under 18 years old’ in summer 1999.[1] In September 2017, the Youth Custody Service in the Ministry of Justice was established “as a distinct part of HM
Prison and Probation Service” and YJB’s responsibility for child prisons was duly moved across.[2]

Over the past 25 years, the number of children in custody at any one time has decreased significantly – from 3,000 at its high point in the early 2000s to under 450
today.[3] But the majority of children are still detained in institutions whose history, culture and practices originate and in many respects replicate the confinement
and punishment of adults. Only 19% of children in custody today are living in secure childcare establishments; the remainder are in prisons.[vii] Moreover, despite
successive promises of transformation, children in prison continue to experience significant harm and neglect.[4]

Within the overarching, recurring policy goal of transformation, there have been consistent, discrete government and YJB pledges focused on individual aspects of
children’s safety and welfare. We have selected 10 pledges for review and analysis: 
 

Children will be kept safe 

Children’s relationships with their loved ones will be supported

Looked after children will have their needs met, and their rights fulfilled

Solitary confinement will not be used for children 

Restraint will only ever be used on children as a last resort. Pain-inducing techniques will be reserved for extremely grave incidents

Children will have at least 30 hours of education and purposeful activity a week

Meals will meet the needs of growing children, and mealtimes will be a social activity

All staff will be properly vetted, trained and supported to enable them to carry out skilled work with children who have multiple needs

Children will receive the help and support they need whilst in custody, so they can thrive once they return to the community

YOIs and STCs will be permanently closed

[vii] Official figures, published in August 2024, show there were 431 children in custody in June 2024, of whom just 84 (19%) were held in secure children’s homes.
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Soon after its creation in 1998, the YJB stated: “[Y]oung people should be placed in accommodation, which most effectively meets
their needs… The accommodation should be appropriate for their age, emotional maturity and level of vulnerability”.[5] At the same
time, the Board observed that: “…current arrangements for juvenile secure facilities are highly unsatisfactory”.[6]

These early YJB concerns echoed other recently published seminal reports including Sir William Utting’s ‘Children’s safeguards
review’ (1997)[7] and the ‘Thematic review of young prisoners’ conducted by HM Chief Inspector of Prisons (1997)[8]. Both reviews
urged the removal of children from prisons. 

The YJB initially focused its attention on the inter-related processes of ‘placement’, ‘assessment’ and ‘protection’, and numerous
‘safer custody’ policies, practices and procedures were introduced.[9]

Such developments were further galvanised by the High Court’s landmark judgment in 2002 that the Children Act 1989 applies to
children in prison. The case concerned section 47 of the Children Act 1989, which requires local authorities to undertake child
protection investigations when there is reasonable cause to suspect a child living in their area has suffered, or is likely to suffer,
significant harm. The purpose of such investigations is for the local authority to determine whether to take action to safeguard or
promote the child’s welfare, and there is a requirement to ascertain and give due consideration to the child’s wishes and feelings
when making such a decision. Mr Justice Munby (later to become the President of the Family Division of the High Court) considered
evidence from HM Chief Inspector of Prisons that children were being subjected to “degrading, offensive and totally unacceptable
treatment” and remarked that this “... on the face of it, ought to shock the conscience of every citizen”.[10] The Howard League for
Penal Reform had brought the case following the Home Office’s[viii] refusal to amend its written policy that stated: “The Children Act
1989 does not apply to under 18 year olds in prison establishments”.[11]

Over the period 2003-04, largely in response to the High Court judgment above, further reforms aimed at keeping children safe
unfolded.[12] The ‘Regimes for under 18 year olds’ prison service policy was revised,[13] and the prison service’s juvenile group in
partnership with the YJB undertook a child protection and safeguards review.[14] The Department for Education and Skills issued a
local authority circular entitled ‘Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children and young people in custody’.[15] And the YJB
published its first draft strategy for the children’s secure estate in which it pledged to “ensure that young offenders are cared for in
custodial establishments where they are kept safe and healthy in decent conditions”.[16]

[viii] At that time, the Home Office was the lead government department for prisons. This responsibility is now located within the Ministry of Justice. 
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The Children Act 2004 for the first time required managers of YOIs and STCs to carry out their functions having regard to the need to
safeguard and promote the welfare of children.[17]

In 2005, in response to the restraint-related deaths of two children, Gareth Myatt and Adam Rickwood (see page 14), and the High
Court judgment on the Children Act 1989 obtained by the Howard League for Penal Reform, social workers were introduced into child
prisons for the first time. Arrangements for children to obtain help from independent advocates were also put into place.

Statutory safeguarding guidance – ‘Working together to safeguard children’ – was revised in 2006 to include “inappropriate or
inexpert use of physical restraint” in its definition of physical abuse. This was retained in the 2010 version of the statutory guidance but
removed in 2013. 

In 2014, the YJB published its analysis of the actions it had taken following the deaths of 16 children in custody from April 2000 (when
it assumed responsibility for the placement of children in detention). It reported that it was “committed to the belief that the secure
estate for children and young people should be recognised as specialist provision, and commissioned services should recognise the
distinctive approach required”.[18]

Three years later, in 2017, a government-established review of youth custody reported that, “The YJB itself has acknowledged that the
[children’s secure estate] is not fit for the purpose of caring for or rehabilitating children and young people”.[19]

In 2019, the government responded to the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse’s investigation into custodial institutions,
stating that: “The findings in this report are shocking. Protecting the safety and welfare of children in the care of the state is our top
priority. No child should be subject to the abuse identified in the report. We are taking comprehensive measures to eradicate all
forms of abuse …”. Among its policy commitments was a promise of statutory guidance on ‘Keeping children safe in custody’ – to be
jointly signed off by the Youth Custody Service and the Department for Education, issued in 2020 and then updated annually.[20] The
first such safeguarding policy was published in July 2023.[21]

Later in 2019, the Youth Custody Service (which had, in 2017, taken over the YJB’s responsibility for the children’s secure estate)
published a ‘high level’ safeguarding review which it said would “… drive change towards a child-centred, rehabilitative culture, with
safeguarding seen as an overarching aspect of all roles and functions”. Making more than 100 recommendations for change, it
described its review as “just the beginning [and] a promising step in the ongoing journey towards a safer youth custody”.[22]
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Irrespective of repeated reforms and policy developments to keep children
safe, even a schematic review of the most recent evidence continues to show
a lack of basic safety and care for highly vulnerable children.

The annual report of HM Chief Inspector of Prisons for 2004/05 welcomed the
arrival of advocates and social workers into child prisons and noted a “marked
improvement, from a low base, in child protection arrangements” and “a
visible culture change in many juvenile establishments”. However, the
inspectorate expressed “major concern” about children with considerable
mental health needs, stating that, “Prison may exacerbate, or even trigger,
such mental illness … Safeguarding these and other vulnerable children
remains a major task”. It also had “serious concern” about the use of force,
reporting that, “a significant proportion of child protection referrals concern
allegations of abuse or rough handling during the use of force; some have
resulted in injuries, such as broken bones”.[23]

A YJB-commissioned evaluation of social workers in YOIs, published in 2008,
sought urgent consideration of their child protection role, as well as
clarification of their involvement in wider safeguarding matters such as
bullying and self-harm.[24] The Youth Custody Service’s own safeguarding
review, published in 2019 (see above), recommended that experienced social
workers join the senior management teams of YOIs given there is no
requirement on ‘governing governors’[ix] to have any qualifications relating to
child safeguarding.[25]

In February 2017, the ‘Youth Custody Improvement Board’ (YCIB) stated: “the
quality of provision made in the Youth Secure Estate (YSE) has been subject to
extensive assessment and inspection, and a large number of reports
catalogue a series of failings in each establishment. In summary these reports
show a clear deterioration in the quality of provision … the YCIB considers
that safety of young people continues to be a key risk in youth custody, and
every effort must be made … to ensure effective action is being taken to deal 

Evidence / record
with it in each YOI and STC … The YJB itself has acknowledged that the YSE is
not fit for the purpose of caring for … children and young people … This
inevitably raises a question as to why the YJB and [Ministry of Justice] have not
been able to intervene in the YSE to ensure that it was fit for purpose and
keeping children … safe”.[26]

Later in 2017, HM Chief Inspector of Prisons reflected: ‘‘Perhaps the most
concerning findings during the year emerged from our inspections of the
custodial estate for children and young people … we had reached the
conclusion that there was not a single establishment that we inspected … in
which it was safe to hold children and young people … The fact that we had
reached a position where we could not judge any institution to be sufficiently
safe was bad enough, but the speed of decline has been staggering”.[27]

In 2020, Sir Alan Wood – appointed as independent advisor to the Chair and
members of the ‘separation’ taskforce (see page 11) – submitted a report to
the Secretary of State for Justice which stated, “In the case of YOIs the
physical environment alone speaks volumes about how we see children in
custody. Run-down, uncared-for buildings and worn-out, often dilapidated,
equipment can be seen throughout all YOIs”.[28]

A joint inspectorates’ review of the treatment of girls in custody in 2022 noted
that legislation underpinning SCHs permits managers to refuse to accept a
child if their establishment cannot meet their needs.[x] The report explained,
“In principle the legislation is meant to protect children from being placed in
an unsuitable secure children’s home. In practice this means that … girls with
the highest level of need are concentrated in Wetherby YOI, the institution
with fewest resources”. The report noted that girls “were 12 times more likely
than boys to self-harm and more likely to be restrained, often in response to
self-harm” and stated, “The vicious cycle of self-harm and restraint needs to
be addressed urgently”.[29] 

[ix] Governing governors are the most senior managers in YOIs (and adult prisons).
[x] The Children's Homes (England) Regulations 2015 place a number of duties on managers of children’s homes (which includes SCHs), including that they ensure the individual child’s needs are met and that care is provided by those
who have the required experience, knowledge and skills.
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In July 2023, HM Inspectorate of Prisons reported that in Cookham Wood YOI
“solitary confinement had become normalised”. Many children “were locked
in their cells for 23.5 hours a day with hardly any meaningful human
interaction. Some did not come out of their cells for days on end” (see pages
11-13). The Chief Inspector of Prisons called for “... urgent, concerted, long-
term commitment from leaders at the YOI and from the Youth Custody
Service to … make it an acceptable establishment to hold children”.[30]
Notwithstanding this, the following year children were removed from the
prison because “improvements could not be delivered at the scale required
within an acceptable timeframe”.[31]

The National Chair of Independent Monitoring Boards wrote to the then
prisons minister in July 2023 expressing a wide range of serious concerns
about the welfare of children and conditions within YOIs. Her letter reported:
“A notable proportion of children and young people felt constantly afraid,
unsafe and unprotected. Children and young people told members they felt
the establishment they were in was out of control and they needed to protect
themselves by either self- isolating or carrying weapons”. In four of the five
YOIs then holding children, low staffing levels were preventing “large
numbers” of children from attending mental health appointments. In
Wetherby YOI, “sometimes children and young people could only speak to
mental health staff at their room door, also due to the restricted regime”.[32]

In its latest inspection report on Wetherby YOI, published in March 2024, HM
Inspectorate of Prisons found that 288 safeguarding referrals had been made
to a single local authority (Leeds City Council) over the past year, of which 98
(34%) related to the use of force.[33] Article 39 children’s rights charity
subsequently obtained data from the local authority which showed there had
been 148 allegations against adults working with children in Wetherby YOI in
the two years to March 2024. Of these, 104 allegations related to physical
abuse, and there were 4 allegations of sexual abuse, 14 allegations of
emotional abuse and 7 allegations of neglect. The local authority conducted
12 statutory child protection enquiries across this period, finding significant
harm to be substantiated in 11 (92%) of those investigations.

HM Inspectorate of Prisons reported in July 2024 that there had been “good
progress” in safeguarding arrangements in Werrington YOI (the previous
inspection had concluded they “had fallen into disarray”). But the YOI was
found to have “made no meaningful progress” since the last inspection in
reducing injuries to children and staff during the use of force.[34] 

Also in July 2024, HM Inspectorate of Prisons declared that Feltham YOI,
holding 84 boys, 80% of whom were from Black, Asian and minority ethnic
communities and 61% of whom had previously been in care, was “the most
violent prison in the country”. This was reminiscent of a former HM Chief
Inspector of Prisons’ assessment in 2013: “Feltham as a whole is an
unacceptably violent place”.[35] The 2024 report noted that self-harm had
“risen substantially” since the last inspection. The report observed, “Every
incident of self-harm was reviewed but no learning or actions were generated
following serious self-harm or near misses to try to prevent future
occurrences”.[36] 

HM Inspectorate of Prisons has carried out a survey of all children in YOIs and
STCs since 2001. In 2022/23, 83% of children responded, “providing an
unrivalled insight into their perceptions of treatment and conditions in
custody”. Reflecting upon the results of the survey, HM Chief Inspector of
Prisons noted that “this report highlights the impact of several years of failing
in children’s custody … leaders in the Youth Custody Service are unable to
guarantee basic services for children … Given these circumstances it is
unsurprising that most do not feel cared for by staff”. Almost a third (31%) of
children told inspectors that they had felt unsafe while in prison; this rose to
43% for disabled children.[37] Of the eight girls who completed a survey, only
one “said it was quiet enough to relax or sleep at night”.[38]
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In November 1998, in response to a comprehensive review of safeguards for children living away from home, the government
promised that the “new regime” for children detained in prison “will reflect the principles and guidance underlying the Children Act
and its regulations”.[39] The 1989 Act and its regulations strongly support family relationships and sustained, meaningful contact
between looked after children and their families. There is a presumption in childcare settings that parents will be partners in their
children’s care.

Shortly after it took charge of commissioning child prison places, the YJB pledged that 90% of children would be detained within 50
miles from their home area by 2004.[40]

In 2005, the YJB’s strategy for the secure estate for children and young people stated that institutions should be as close as possible
to children’s communities “both in distance, and in terms of transport links and accessibility”.[41]

The ‘90% of children within 50 miles’ target was dropped in 2007, and in 2012 the Ministry of Justice and YJB disowned it altogether:
“Against the backdrop of falling demand and a shift towards placing young people based on individual need, it is unrealistic and
inappropriate to continue to make this commitment”.[42]

Following a pilot in two men’s prisons, government announced in June 2020 it was “looking to roll-out in-cell technology” for children
in YOIs[43] (a later announcement stated this would be achieved in all child prisons by March 2022[44]). The software added to
children’s laptops includes a facility to book visits. 
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In June 2014, after undertaking an inquest into the death of 17-year-old Jake
Hardy at Hindley YOI, a coroner issued a report aimed at preventing future
child deaths in prison. Among the many matters of serious concern was the
failure of the prison to allow Jake to have a telephone call with his mother
hours before he took his own life. A child with learning difficulties who had a
statement of special educational needs and had attended a special school,
Jake had suffered continual verbal abuse and harassment from other boys,
and prison staff had failed to protect him. The coroner found there was no
system in place to allow highly vulnerable children in extreme states of crisis
to quickly speak with a family member.[49] At that time, only a small minority
of children had telephones in their cells.

While most children now have telephones in their cells[50], they must pay for
calls using their weekly credit. This means telephone calls with family
members compete with children using their credit to buy food and other
necessities from the prison ‘canteen’ (shop).[51] In March 2023, the Children’s
Commissioner for England reported that boys had told her “that they
frequently burn through allowances, leaving them with little to no credit at the
weekend when contact was needed most”.[52]

HM Inspectorate of Prisons reported in July 2024 that children at Feltham YOI
were deterred from having their families visit “because of the risk of violence
breaking out in front of them”. Inspectors also found the number of video
calls “was too low and a waste of a valuable service”.[53]
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The vital importance of loving parental and other family relationships to
children’s sense of identity, security and happy, healthy development is
beyond dispute. Imprisonment is always frightening and sometimes terrifying.
A childhood experience with this level of fear and uncertainty would ordinarily
be met with active parental protection, nurturing and assurance. Yet prisons
are designed to keep children apart from their parents and other loved ones.
And for the many children who enter prison without a loving, secure family,
their period ‘inside’ commonly does very little to remedy this – children who
enter prison without a settled, loving home are more likely than not to leave
still feeling entirely on their own.

Only 30% of boys and 23% of girls imprisoned between 2001 and 2003
reported it was easy for their families to visit them.[45] Two decades later,
latest official statistics (2022/23) show that just 32% of children in prison find it
“quite/very easy” for their families to visit them. More than a quarter of
children do not receive any visits from family or friends.[46]
 
Of the 71% of children receiving visits in 2022/23, only 27% had visitors once a
week or more.[47] 

The position for children who had been in care prior to imprisonment was
much worse than for other children – in 2022/23, only 19% of children who had
formerly been in care received regular visits from family and friends compared
with 40% of other children.[48]



The rights and protections afforded to children under the Children Act 1989 remain while they are in custody (with modifications due
to their imprisonment). This was confirmed in the Howard League for Penal Reform judicial review in 2002, and a number of significant
policy developments followed (see page 3).[54] Children who are the subject of a care order remain in care throughout any period in
custody, their local authority retains parental responsibility for them, and the duty in section 22(3)(a) of the Children Act 1989 to
safeguard and promote their welfare continues to apply. Children accommodated by local authorities under section 20 of the
Children Act 1989 lose their looked after status once sentenced to custody, since they are no longer in need of accommodation. 

Against the backdrop of growing concerns that children were being effectively abandoned by local authorities once in custody, the
Children Act 1989 was amended in 2008.[55] The changes required local authorities to visit children who are no longer looked after
under section 20 of the Children Act 1989 as a result of entering custody, and to provide them advice, support and assistance.
Regulations followed in 2010[56], together with statutory guidance on the responsibilities of local authorities towards former looked
after children in custody.[57]

Following the implementation of section 104 of the Legal Aid, Punishment and Sentencing of Offenders Act 2012, all children
remanded in custody automatically acquire looked after status.[xi]
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Despite legal and policy changes extending protections to looked after
children entering custody, and granting looked after status to remanded
children, the evidence shows that these especially vulnerable children
frequently have particularly negative experiences in custody. Being a ‘looked
after child’ often gives extra protection on paper only.

When HM Inspectorate of Prisons first started collecting data on the
backgrounds of imprisoned children, two decades ago, 37% of boys and 43%
of girls had previously been in care.[58] The latest statistics (2022/23) show that
66% of children in custody have formerly been in local authority care. Looked
after children’s accounts of their time in prison show they fare significantly
worse than other children in respect of health problems, and their experiences
of restraint and ‘separation’[59] (see pages 12-13 on solitary confinement).

In November 2023, a joint thematic inspection concerning children remanded
in custody called for national standards and guidance to ensure their needs
are met, and their rights as looked after children are fulfilled. The inspection
found that: “The assistance [remanded children] should receive is not
consistently good enough, as a result of ineffective care planning and because
their social workers lack knowledge … children do not always have timely
access to basics such as pocket money to pay for phone calls … and essential
items … Social workers do not sufficiently implement the care planning
regulations in the context of children’s circumstances when they are in the
secure estate. As a result, the benefits of ‘in-care status’ are not realised to
improve children’s circumstances”.[60]



There is a wide international consensus that children should not be held in solitary confinement. In 2018, a government minister
stated: “We do not use solitary confinement. Young people can be removed from association under careful control where they will
not be permitted to associate with other young people”.[61]

Following Lord Carlile’s independent inquiry into the use of physical restraint, solitary confinement and forcible strip searching in
custody, the YJB said in 2006 it was reviewing with the prison service the arrangements for children’s ‘separation’, and pledged to “…
use our capital development programme to enable improved separation arrangements to be achieved”.[62]

In response to a High Court judgment in 2017, which found that the prison service had not followed procedural safeguards when
isolating a 15 year-old boy (‘AB’) in his cell for more than 22 hours a day for over 55 consecutive days[63], the prison service reportedly
extended the application of safeguards in place for children formally removed from association[xii] to all children spending more than
22 hours at a time in their cell. HM Inspectorate of Prisons described the purpose of this policy development: “The aim was that
management oversight would improve the regime that these children received”.[64] (In December 2023, AB’s application to the
European Court of Human Rights was struck out on the basis of a friendly settlement, after the government conceded that his right to
protection from inhuman and degrading treatment had been breached).

After a thematic review by HM Inspectorate of Prisons that concluded policy reforms in respect of ‘separation’ had been
“unsuccessful”[65], the government established a taskforce in 2020 charged with making “immediate, medium and long-term
recommendations … about operational practice, policy and information gathering requirements”.[66] Government also committed to
“ensuring separated children receive a fuller regime than is currently provided to them” by increasing resources and better planning
towards reintegration from separation. Amongst other things, there was agreement that a multidisciplinary review would be held
within 72 hours of separation and a mental health assessment undertaken without delay “where necessary”. Government also
pledged to provide all separated children “an hour of fresh air daily” and “access to a shower and phone call every day”.[67]

[xii] The power to remove children from association, and procedural safeguards, are contained in rule 49 of The Young Offender Institution Rules 2000.
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In April 2022, government published its new policy on ‘Minimising and managing separation and isolation in the children and young
people secure estate’. ‘Separation’ is defined in this policy as “scenarios sanctioned by the rules or regulations for the secure setting
where it has been authorised that arrangements will be put in place to temporarily prevent a child from direct contact or mixing with
their peers”. ‘Single separation’ is where children are made to stay in their cells “or another location” and prevented from mixing with
other children. The official description of ‘separation’ excludes the routine isolation of children in their cells due to understaffing and
the very nature of the prison regime; it also omits children staying in their cells for prolonged periods because they are too scared to
enter communal areas, including visiting halls (see page 8). A wide array of safeguards is included in the 2022 policy – including the
notification of parents, access to independent advocates and lawyers, and a presumption that children’s personal possessions will not
be removed. However, these do not apply to children ‘informally’ locked in their cells for long periods due to low staffing, poor
management or ‘self-isolation’ for example. In these circumstances, the policy states: “staff should recognise that during a prolonged
episode of confinement in their room some children may experience similar emotional, psychological and physical effects as a period
of single separation. To mitigate that impact secure settings should have strategies in place to enable provision of purposeful and
engaging activities and interventions to continue during the time that there are restrictions on the normal daily plan”.[68]
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Contrary to former government assertions that solitary confinement is not
used in child prisons, evidence shows that many children are consistently
spending 22 hours or more a day alone in their cells, sometimes for many
weeks on end.

The Istanbul Statement on the Use and Effects of Solitary Confinement, states,
“Solitary confinement is the physical isolation of individuals who are confined
to their cells for 22 or more hours a day. Where this lasts for a period in excess
of 15 consecutive days it is known as prolonged solitary confinement”.[69]
Conspicuously, the same international threshold of 22 hours applies to
children and adults alike, despite the obvious increased burden on children’s
emotional, psychological and physical health and development. This
definition is widely accepted internationally and in the UK, though the former
government resisted adopting it. In a parliamentary debate in 2018 on the use
of solitary confinement in child prisons, the then minister responsible for youth
justice expressed: “The hon. Member for Feltham and Heston alluded to the
fact that there are definitions of solitary confinement internationally, but there
is not a sole definition. There are the Mandela Rules, the Istanbul Convention  

and a variety of others, but there is not one clear definition, but I would like to
be clear from the outset that I have been assured that young people are never
subject to solitary confinement in this country”.[70]

In 2016, Lord Carlile undertook a further review of child custody (10 years after
his first - see page 11) concluding that “little has changed” in respect of the
use of solitary confinement. In many respects, the situation had worsened for
children: “In recent years, due to a combination of staff shortages and an
increase in violence, children’s prisons have increasingly imposed restricted
regimes, either across entire institutions or to ‘manage’ individual children.
This has given rise to a relatively new and widespread practice of holding
children in conditions of solitary confinement on main prison wings, locked in
their cells for 23 hours a day”.[71]

The following year, in 2017, the European Committee for the Prevention of
Torture and Inhuman and Degrading Treatment reported that a “large
minority” of boys at Cookham Wood YOI were “locked up alone in their cells
for 23 and a half hours per day, with only a television for company”.[72]

2022
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The British Medical Association, the Royal College of Psychiatrists and the
Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health jointly warned in 2018 of the
“unequivocal body of evidence on the profound impact solitary confinement
can have on [children’s] health and wellbeing … As children are still in the
crucial stages of developing socially, psychologically, and neurologically, there
are serious risks of solitary confinement causing long-term psychiatric and
developmental harm”.[73]

A thematic review of the use of ‘separation’ in YOIs by HM Inspectorate of
Prisons, published in 2020, “found children who were unable to access the
very basics of everyday life, including a daily shower and telephone call. In the
worst cases children left their cells for just 15 minutes a day”. The inspectorate
“found that most separated children [in YOIs] experienced a regime that
amounts to the widely accepted definition of solitary confinement”. The
report further notes, “Several of the children interviewed described sleeping
most of the day when separated and then staying awake at night talking to
other children or playing games like I-Spy. One child on a specialist unit said
he tried to sleep all day to make the time go faster”. In Feltham YOI,
inspectors saw a child who “was on a constant watch, which meant he was
always in the direct sight of an officer. This child, who was in crisis, was left to
lie on a mattress on the floor of a filthy cell for more than 22 hours a day with
no meaningful contact”.[74]

HM Inspectorate of Prisons’ latest report on children in YOIs and STCs found
that, with the exception of two institutions, based on children’s accounts, the
“overwhelming majority of children spent more than 22 hours a day locked in
their cells” in 2022/23. The report observed, “Given that the restricted
regimes put in place during the pandemic had officially ended, the continued
contraction of education and other purposeful activity was very concerning”.
[75]

An inspection report on Wetherby YOI, published in March 2024, revealed
that “separated children could spend up to 23.5 hours a day behind their
doors”.[76] In July 2024, HM Inspectorate of Prisons reported that, in April
2024, children imprisoned in Werrington YOI had spent on average just five
hours out of their cell during weekdays, and only three hours at weekends.[77]
An inspection of Feltham YOI found that in March 2024, “Individual children’s
experiences ranged from less than one hour to nine hours out of cell each
day”. Seven children had been formally ‘separated’ for more than 50 days, two
of them for over 100 days.[78]  

In 2023, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child expressed
deep concern about the “continued use of solitary confinement for children
and segregation and isolation in child detention facilities”. It urged the UK
Government to introduce legislation which explicitly prohibits the solitary
confinement of children.[79] At the time of writing, the UK Government has
made no formal response to the UN Committee. 



The use of force in child prisons is governed by secondary legislation, government policy and the common law. 

In 2004, two children – Gareth Myatt, aged 15 years, and Adam Rickwood, aged 14 years – died following the use of restraint in STCs
run by G4S and Serco respectively. A ‘mixed race’ child, Gareth was subject to the ‘seated double embrace’ restraint technique by
three G4S officers who continued to hold him in a seated position and force his head below his knees after he told them “I can’t
breathe” and even after he had become motionless. Adam took his own life hours after being restrained by four Serco officers, one of
whom inflicted him with a ‘nose distraction’. Like the seated double embrace, this was an authorised technique for use on children
aged 12 to 17: officers were trained to place one hand on the back of a child’s head to hold it in place before resting their other hand
on the child’s chin and then swiping it upwards at a 45 degrees angle.[80] Upon the recommendation of Northamptonshire Police
which was investigating the officers who had restrained Gareth, the YJB withdrew the seated double embrace from STCs two months
after his death. Ministers suspended the ‘nose distraction’ three years after Adam’s death, and permanently withdrew it in 2008.
However, an identical technique – called the ‘nose control’ continued to be used on children in YOIs.[81]

In 2007, a joint youth justice unit was established within government bringing together ministers and officials from the Ministry of
Justice and the Department for Children, Schools and Families. (This joint unit was disbanded by the incoming coalition government
of 2010). In July 2007, ministers from the joint unit announced there would be an independent review of restraint in YOIs, STCs and
SCHs.[82] This reported the following year, making 58 recommendations including that a new system of “safe restraint techniques
which are designed specifically for young people” be developed, and that the ‘nose control’ be removed from YOIs. The ministerial
response came in December 2008. The recommendation for a distinct set of safe restraint techniques for children was accepted, and
government said it was “looking to replace the nose control technique [in YOIs] with a safer alternative within the next six months”.
[83]

In July 2007, secondary legislation was introduced which allowed officers in STCs to restrain to maintain ‘good order and discipline’.
This was quashed by the Court of Appeal in 2008 as a breach of article 3 of the European Convention on Human Rights, the right to
protection from inhuman and degrading treatment.[84]
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Restraint will only ever be used on children as a last resort. Pain-inducing
techniques will be reserved for extremely grave incidents    

Key policy developments

2004

2007



Sometime between summer 2010 and January 2011, the mandibular angle technique replaced the ‘nose control’ in YOIs.[85] A review
of pain-inducing techniques – see below – later described the mandibular angle technique as involving “putting pressure on a nerve
centre on the [child’s] jaw bone, below the ear. In most people it causes a sharp burst of pain. It is not permitted to be used for more
than 5 seconds as there is a risk of long-term nerve damage. In theory the pain goes soon after the application has stopped, but in
some cases it can continue for hours or days afterwards”.[86]

A Restraint Advisory Board (RAB) was established by the Ministry of Justice in 2010, reporting in August 2011. The RAB noted that the
chosen ‘provider’ for developing the new system of behaviour management and restraint – the prison service’s National Tactical
Response Group (NTRG – known colloquially as the ‘riot squad’) – had placed “inherent limitations” upon its work. It highlighted that
NTRG had not been asked to consider developing a system of restraint for children without the use of pain-inducing techniques. 

In July 2012, a new system of behaviour management and restraint called ‘Minimising and Managing Physical Restraint’ (MMPR) was
launched, comprising 12 restraint techniques for use on children in YOIs and STCs, of which 3 were officially categorised as pain-
inducing – the mandibular angle, wrist flexion and thumb flexion.[87] The government announced at the same time that an
Independent Restraint Advisory Panel (IRAP) would replace RAB.[88] Two years later, a Ministry of Justice report on restraint in child
prisons stated: “[t]he IRAP’s ad-hoc advisory body status has now come to an end”.[89]

In 2013, NHS England became the statutory agency responsible for commissioning health services for children in custody which led
to, among other things, the development of the ‘Framework for integrated care’ (SECURE STAIRS) and a new positive behaviour
programme ‘Building bridges’.

Following legal action by Article 39 children’s rights charity, an independent review of pain-inducing techniques in the youth secure
estate was established in 2018. The review was led by Charlie Taylor, who had been Chair of the YJB since 2017 (and became HM
Chief Inspector of Prisons in 2020).  

Taylor’s report was published in 2020 and recommended that pain-inducing techniques be taken out of the MMPR syllabus. It
proposed that staff be trained separately in personal protection and breakaway techniques for “exceptional circumstances where
there may be no other recourse but to use a technique that can cause pain”. The report stated the inverted wrist hold should be
formally acknowledged as a pain-inducing technique: “It is virtually impossible to use this restraint without at times causing pain …
There is also the possibility that this technique enables pain to be inflicted with malicious intent without detection”. Taylor also
recommended the creation of an Independent Restraint and Behaviour Panel.[90]

In May 2021, government announced that Colin Allars, a former YJB Chief Executive, would become the first Interim Chair of the
Independent Restraint Review Panel (his position was confirmed in 2022).
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The government responded to the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse’s (IICSA) final report in May 2023.[91] IICSA had
concluded in 2019 that pain-inducing techniques are a form of child abuse which make children in custody more vulnerable to sexual
abuse, and recommended they be prohibited by law.[92] It repeated this recommendation in its final report in October 2022.[93]
Rejecting legal prohibition, the government instead committed to implementing Taylor’s proposal, pledging “an intentionally
separate package of emergency interventions which are reserved for scenarios where they may need to prevent serious physical harm
to other children”.[94]

In a freedom of information response to Article 39 children’s rights charity at the end of February 2024, the Ministry of Justice stated
that government had “accepted that the inverted wrist hold should be designated a pain-inducing technique … and it was changed
as part of a full review of the MMPR syllabus”. 

In February 2024, a new policy came into force which states that, “Staff are not permitted to use restraint techniques which
deliberately cause pain”. Following the approach recommended by Taylor, ‘emergency intervention techniques’ which involve the use
of pain may be used where there is a risk to life, or threat of serious physical harm or a life-changing injury.[95]
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2023

2024

Evidence / record

Across the period covered by this publication, there have been recurring child
protection scandals associated with the use of force in YOIs. Children have
suffered serious injuries and their breathing has been compromised: official
warning signs recorded by prison officers include children vomiting, struggling
to breathe and losing consciousness.[96] Despite repeated efforts to restrict
the use of restraint, children in prison today continue to be subjected to pain-
inducing techniques when it is not an emergency measure, and use of force is
still being used in situations where there is no immediate threat of violence, or
any violence at all.  

A huge amount of information about practices in STCs came into the public
domain following the restraint-related deaths of Gareth Myatt and Adam
Rickwood. This culminated in the High Court finding in January 2012 that it
was probable that unlawful restraint had been widespread within the STCs
from 1998 to at least July 2008.[97]

Successive governments have consistently pointed to the challenges which
individual children present, as context for the use of restraint and pain-
inducing techniques. Despite the reality that official narratives have time and
again pointed to children’s complex needs and challenging behaviour as
explanation for high levels of restraint, in autumn 2023 this same justification
was given for the possibility of PAVA, a type of pepper spray, being
authorised for the first time in child prisons.[98]

In November 2015, the prisons inspectorate published a review of the new
MMPR system which stated that children “frequently” reported they were
struggling to breathe during restraint; pain-inducing techniques were being
(unlawfully) used to make children follow orders and in scenarios where
children were calm; and there were “dangerous examples” of children with
medical or other conditions being restrained by officers unaware of their
individual needs. A girl reported,“One member of staff grabbed my neck and 
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then others pushed me to the ground and held me there telling me to calm
down. While I was on the floor a male member of staff was holding my head
almost between his knees. I have been sexually abused in the past so you can
imagine how that made me feel. I was terrified”. Among its 10
recommendations was a call for the removal of pain-inducing techniques.[99]  
The YJB committed to greater action on restraint, stating it was “concerned
that the report finds that the high standards of practice set for implementation
of MMPR have not been met, and the negative effect this could have on
young people”.[100]

Hassockfield and Rainsbrook STCs, where Adam Rickwood and Gareth Myatt
were detained, were closed in 2014 and 2021 respectively. Medway STC was
closed in 2020 following a BBC Panorama exposé of serious child abuse.
Recordings by an undercover reporter showed that much of the physical and
emotional abuse was carried out under the guise of restraint; officers boasted
on camera of deliberately provoking children so they could then ‘restrain’
them. They also openly discussed fabricating restraint records. The
safeguarding review undertaken in response found systemic child protection
failures and reported that the most vulnerable and isolated children were
targeted for officer bullying.[101] Another independent review found that the
YJB had been in receipt of 34 “separate digital documents dating back seven
years” but there was “very little evidence that a serious attempt had been
made to organise the accumulated evidence or analyse the data”.[102]

Only one of four STCs remains open – Oakhill run by G4S in Milton Keynes. In
autumn 2021, a whistleblower reported to Article 39 children’s rights charity
very serious allegations of child mistreatment, including abusive use of
restraint. Independently, two further whistleblowers subsequently shared
information with Article 39. The charity wrote to ministers, regulators and the
local authority. An unannounced inspection was carried out which led to the
prison being subject to urgent notification measures – the strongest action
available to inspectorates. 

Although launched in 2012, it took until 2017 before MMPR was being used in
all child prisons. The year before, in 2016, Article 39 obtained the official risk 

assessment of different scenarios where the approved MMPR techniques may
be used. In 28 of 66 scenarios, the risk assessment was 2/5 for the possibility of
a child suffering a catastrophic injury – defined as “death or permanent severe
disability affecting everyday life”.[103]

Also in 2016, Article 39 obtained two official reports from the Ministry of
Justice revealing that there were 119 restraints in child prisons which
compromised children’s breathing, or led to them being seriously injured,
between 2013 and 2015. One child had vomited after being given their
asthma inhaler “under restraint”.[104]

Correspondence between the Independent Restraint Review Panel (IRRP) and
the then youth justice minister in June 2021, provided to Article 39 after
another freedom of information request, stated that Panel members had seen
“instances where children were very distressed, struggling to breathe or in
extreme pain”. In May 2024, three years after it was formed, government
published details of the IRRPs latest findings. A letter to the prisons minister,
dated April 2024, gave a generally positive assessment and then stated,
“Whilst the above is largely positive and there has been clear improvement,
we also hear from the children of individual staff that they have less
confidence in or that they steer clear of (though names are rarely
forthcoming). We have seen instances where in our view force was deployed
too quickly or forcibly or where [the use of pain-inducing techniques] was not
justified. We see incidents which might have been avoided with better focus
on behaviour management or which might have been better managed. And,
some children tell us that there is little point complaining because they are ‘in
jail’ or that they fear that they will be treated differently if they do so”.[105]

HM Inspectorate of Prisons report on Wetherby YOI in March 2024 found,
“There was a high number of pain-inducing restraint techniques and strip-
searches under restraint. Many of these incidents were not in accordance with
national policy and were not properly authorised. Scrutiny of video footage
and support on the scene by leaders were poor”.[106] 
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In May 2024, the Ministry of Justice refused to provide Article 39 with even a
brief description of the pain-inducing techniques now authorised as an
‘emergency intervention’; it also refused to confirm the date or dates these
techniques were authorised by government, a safeguard required by law.[107]
At the time of publication, the charity is awaiting the outcome of an
investigation by the Information Commissioner’s Office. 

Annual statistics on the safety of children in prison were published in July
2024. These include the number of times pain-inducing techniques were used
on children in 2023/24.[108] Despite the Ministry of Justice’s statement to
Article 39 that the inverted wrist hold is now officially categorised as a pain-
inducing technique (see page 16), this was not represented in the figures.
Moreover, the statistics show there were 6 incidents where boys suffered a
serious injury during the use of force in 2023/24, 51 incidents where boys and
girls suffered a minor injury during use of force, and there were 153 MMPR
incidents in YOIs and 55 MMPR incidents in STCs where a child exhibited a
‘warning sign’ such as loss of consciousness.[109]



A consistent theme in government policy in respect of child imprisonment is that education should be a central aspect of detention. 

The law requires that children in YOIs[110]  and STCs[111], respectively, receive at least 15 and 25 hours education a week. During
COVID-19 lockdowns, these legal duties to provide education were significantly weakened.[112]

The YJB’s first annual report, published in 2001, stated that, “Since April [2001] all providers of secure accommodation have been
contractually required to ensure that young people are unlocked for a minimum of ten hours a day and engaged in education,
offending behaviour management and other personal development activity for a minimum of 30 hours per week. This will rise to 45
hours per week over the course of 2001”.[113]

The target of 30 hours education a week was re-confirmed in 2004.[114]

In December 2014, as part of its new ‘Transforming youth custody’ policy programme, government announced that revised education
contracts would lead to children in YOIs receiving a minimum of 30 hours education per week.[115]

The ‘Transforming youth custody’ programme also sought to establish secure colleges as a new model of custody to “provide a
secure learning environment purposefully designed around the delivery of education, rather than being custodial establishments with
education fitted in afterwards”.[116] Plans for the introduction of secure colleges were cancelled in 2015 – see page 27.

In December 2016, government accepted the recommendation that YOIs and STCs be phased out and replaced with ‘secure schools’.
[117] The author of the review, Charlie Taylor, had argued that: “In order that education is truly placed at the heart of youth custody, I
believe that the government must reconceive youth prisons as schools”.[118] In the short term, the government also committed to
reforms to ensure that children in YOIs and STCs would “be fully occupied in education and training throughout the day”.[119]

The first such secure school, Oasis Restore, is expected to open in summer 2024. In May 2024, the head of the Youth Custody Service
described it as “a revolutionary change in the youth justice system” with detained children being referred to as ‘students’ who would
be allowed out of their rooms for 13 hours a day.[120]
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Children will have at least 30 hours of education and purposeful activity a week    

Key policy developments
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Evidence / record

There is wide consensus that children in custody should be provided with
educational opportunities at least equivalent to those in the community.
Despite repeated assurances of reform to ensure that children within YOIs and
STCs receive education at a level similar to the standard school day, it is clear
that time out of cells engaged in educational activities is extremely limited for
the majority of children. 

Before 2015, despite the legal requirement for at least 15 hours, children in
YOIs were, on average, receiving just 11.4 hours of education per week.[121]

Charlie Taylor’s review of the youth justice system, published in 2016, found
that YOIs and STCs were failing to provide children with the high quality
education which he considered necessary to repair the damage caused by low
levels of educational engagement and attainment prior to custody. Although
YOI contracts required 30 hours of education per week, children were, on
average, receiving only 15. Taylor reported that almost 9 out of 10 children in
YOIs had been previously excluded from school and half had the literacy and
numeracy levels of those aged 7 to 11 years.[122]

A House of Commons Justice Committee report, published in 2021, noted
that the Ministry of Justice acknowledged that there were “many reasons why
time in education may be disrupted, such as staffing levels, violence or regime
disruption and work is underway to tackle these”. The Ministry of Justice had
informed the Committee that there was a 36% rise in staffing in YOIs
(equivalent to 313 new staff) between 2016 and 2019, as part of its youth
custody reform programme.[123]

Latest YOI inspections show continuing failure to meet statutory minimum
levels of education. In July 2024, HM Inspectorate of Prisons reported that in
Feltham YOI, “Managers aimed to provide children with 15 hours of education
each week but in practice many children received far less than this. Despite
the education contract having been in place for over a year, leaders in the
[Youth Custody Service] and the education provider had failed to make sure
there was a suitable English and mathematics curriculum at the time of the
inspection”.[124]

Another inspection report in 2024 found that for those subject to rule 49
‘separation’ (see page 11) in Wetherby YOI, “Some face-to-face teaching was
taking place which gave some children up to two hours out of their cells a
day”.[125]

A 2023 report on Werrington YOI found that 20% of children were provided
with part-time education only, and children were generally locked in their cells
as a matter of routine on Friday afternoons. Moreover, inspectors found the
“standard of the learning environment was extremely poor, particularly in
classrooms, and was not conducive to learning”.[126]



In 2006, parliament’s Public Accounts Committee was informed by the prison service that governors had the power to determine their
own expenditure on food, following general requirements set by the YJB. At that time (2005/06), there were 15 YOIs holding children.
The daily per capita amount spent on children’s food ranged from £1.47 to £3.46.[127] 

By 2010, the per capita daily amount for food across 14 YOIs was £2.21 to £3.20.[128] 

In August 2023, Inside Time newspaper obtained details of the base amount to be given to prisons for food in 2023/24 – £2.70 per
prisoner per day – although it did not indicate any differences between YOIs and adult prisons.[129]

Government policy (reissued 2023) states that, “Establishments should make available and positively promote a range of healthy meal
components that enable young people to adopt healthy eating behaviours and food choices within a balanced and healthy diet”.[130]
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Meals will meet the needs of growing children, and mealtimes will be a social
activity    

Key policy developments

2006

2023

Evidence / record

The Children’s Commissioner for England found the same practice, reporting
in 2011 that children in YOIs, “have their last meal of the day between 5.00 pm
and 6.00 pm; they are then given a breakfast pack when they are locked up for
the night at 7.30 pm … Lunch in some units was only a baguette with a bag of
crisps and a drink. Complaints about being hungry were common as were
complaints about the quality of the food. In some places only one hot meal
per day was provided”. As for children eating in their cells, the Children’s
Commissioner reported: “In YOIs young people frequently have to eat two
meals per day in their cells with only dinner being eaten on association. In
some places there are open toilets in the cells and the youngsters are
effectively eating in their toilets”.[132]

Being able to properly feed and nourish growing children is a basic
prerequisite of any kind of care. Yet the evidence consistently shows that the
majority of children – most of whom are adolescent boys – are not fed
enough, and eating alone in their cells is a common experience for most.
 
In 2010, the Howard League for Penal Reform reported that children in prison
were “frequently hungry” and had complained of being served stale bread,
cold food and the same meals each day. The following year, it published a
dedicated briefing on food – the area of prison life which was raised by nearly
all the 55 children it had worked with as part of a pioneering participation
project. The briefing explained: “Many YOIs issue a week’s worth of breakfast
packs in one go or children receive them the evening before. Children are so
hungry that they can eat the limited contents of these packs straight away,
leaving them without any food in the morning”.[131]

2010
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A review of children’s food in YOIs in 2012/13, undertaken for the YJB,
revealed that four of nine institutions visited had no kitchen of their own:
meals were prepared and transported from the adult part of these prisons.
[133]

Latest official data shows that just 37% of children in YOIs and STCs reported
being given enough to eat “always/most of the time” in 2022/23; and only
38% rated the food as “very/quite good”.[134] As IICSA reported in 2019,
children in prison are “dependent on staff for every part of day‐to‐day life,
including access to privileges, status, food, unlock, visits and more”.[135]

When HM inspectors visited Feltham YOI in March 2024, most children were
still eating their meals in their cells: “With the exception of Curlew unit [for
children on the gold level of the behaviour management system] where
children ate all their meals together, children often ate their meals alone while
locked in their cells. Too often, staff took children’s meals to their cells rather
than allowing them to collect them from the unit servery. Evening meals were
divided into portions in the main kitchen to maintain consistency and fairness.
We observed unit staff using cups rather than the utensils available in
serveries when serving food”.[136]



In 2003, the ‘Every child matters’[137] policy programme set out a broad agenda for workforce reform in children and young people’s
services and, in 2006, the Department for Education and Skills published a children’s workforce strategy which led to the development
of the ‘Common core of skills and knowledge for the children’s workforce’.[138] Staff and managers in YOIs and STCs were specifically
listed as being part of the children’s workforce.

Further reforms and major policy developments were expressed via, for example: the ‘Children’s plan’ (2007),[139] the ‘Youth crime
action plan’ (2008)[140] and the YJB’s ‘Workforce development strategy’ (2008).

In October 2009, the Ministry of Justice reported to parliament’s Justice Committee that: “the Juvenile Awareness Staff Programme
(JASP) has been introduced into the juvenile estate to address a lack of specialist training for staff working with children and young
people in custody”. It promised this would become mandatory, and that staff numbers would increase.[141]

Similarly, in October 2009 the YJB reported to the same parliamentary committee that: “… The YJB has a desire for a dedicated
workforce for the secure estate in order to ensure that young people are kept safe … The YJB’s strategy sets our aim of developing a
secure estate for young people run by staff … who are adequately trained in this area of work and have completed nationally
approved training in effective practice”. [142]

In December 2016, the government announced it would increase “the numbers on the operational frontline in YOIs by 20% … and
create a new specialist Youth Justice Officer role”. It reported being “in discussions with partners to design the right training offer but
it will include opportunities to develop skills in child psychology, understanding when and how to use interventions, working with
young people with special educational needs and effective practice in supporting children and young people”.[143]

Again, in February 2017 the ‘Youth Custody Improvement Board’ recommended that “all new staff in the [Youth Secure Estate] should
have appropriate skills and knowledge of working with young people [and] a training programme for existing staff at all levels of the
YSE should be developed to heighten and develop their skills working with young people”.[144]

YJB case management guidance issued in 2022 and updated in 2024 states that, “Youth justice workers [in YOIs] must complete a 12-
week training course off site, as well as training and shadowing on site before they can start working at a YOI. They are required to
complete a youth justice qualification as part of an apprenticeship scheme when working with children”.[145]
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All staff will be properly vetted, trained and supported to enable them to carry
out skilled work with children who have multiple needs    

Key policy developments

2003

2008

2009

2016

2017

2022



24

Evidence / record

Notwithstanding persistent reforms and policy developments intended to
ensure robust vetting, training, support and management of staff, the
evidence continues to expose major deficits. 

In 2016, Charlie Taylor’s review of the youth justice system reported that, “the
reality is… that many staff working in YOIs and STCs do not have the skills and
experience to manage the most vulnerable and challenging young people in
their care, nor have they had sufficient training to fulfil these difficult roles”.
[146]

Two years later, in 2018, government commissioned a further review, also led
by Charlie Taylor, this time focused on the use of pain-inducing techniques
(see pages 14-18). Taylor’s 2020 report states: “overall there is a substantial
gap between the high-end needs of many of the children in YOI and STC and
the ability of staff and leaders in the secure estate to meet them. It is this
deficit that is the cause of so many of the challenges, especially the way in
which children are handled and supported. This has led to completely
unacceptable levels of violence in STC and YOI and the frequent use of
inappropriate restraint on children that cannot be justified in any framework”.
[147]

In October 2021, HM Chief Inspector of Ofsted issued an ‘urgent notification’
in respect of Oakhill STC (see page 17) in which she stated: “children … are
often cared for by inexperienced staff … Levels of use of force are very high.
There are incidents where the use of force on children is not justified and
contrary to legislation. Staff are not sufficiently skilled in the use of physical
restraint techniques to ensure that children are always safeguarded …
Systems for safeguarding children are in disarray … Children therefore remain
at risk of serious harm … Residential staff are not able to access key
information to inform their day-to-day care of children. In addition, some staff
stated to inspectors that they had been given the choice of whether to read
relevant information. Some had chosen not to. Children are therefore being
cared for by staff who are not equipped … to meet their individual needs …
Frontline staff are poorly managed and supported. Many have not received
any purposeful training and development … No training needs analysis has
been completed”.[148]



The statutory aim of YOIs is to help prepare children “for their return to the outside community”; this is also one of the two statutory
aims of STCs.[149]

The introduction of the detention and training order in the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, as a replacement for existing custodial
sentences for children, was heralded by the government at the time as a measure that would provide greater support to children
while in custody and on their return to the community. A “more effective custodial sentence” for children aged 12 to 17 was the policy
promise.[150]

In 2014, the government launched its youth custody reform programme with an explicit commitment to improve the support available
to children in YOIs and STCs, and on release – pending its longer-term plan to replace these institutions with secure colleges (later
abandoned – see page 27).[151]

In its December 2016 response to Charlie Taylor’s review of the youth justice system, the government committed to improve
resettlement provision within the existing children’s secure estate through the introduction of a ‘youth custody apprenticeship
pathway’ and increased support on release.[152]

YJB’s case management guidance, published in 2022 and then updated in 2024, maintains that ‘constructive resettlement’ (a term
which the Board introduced in 2018) “helps to ensure that the support provided [to children in custody] is good quality and will make
a positive impact on their lives” through the provision of individualised support and helping the child to develop their goals and
aspirations.[153]
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Children will receive the help and support they need whilst in custody, so they can
thrive once they return to the community    

Key policy developments

1998

2014

2016

Recognition of the disruptive impact of custody on children’s development is
evident in successive reforms heralded as making custody ‘constructive’, with
the aim of ensuring that children are adequately supported to return to the
community. There is clear evidence, however, that such reforms have had
minimal impact.  Children leave custody with little support and often with the  

same challenges and circumstances that existed on their admission; the prison
regime is focused on behaviour management and containment rather than the
child’s individual development and future life in the community; and
outcomes for children leaving prison continue to be extremely poor.

2022

Evidence / record
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In the White Paper which preceded the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, the
government described custodial institutions for children as “fragmented” and
acknowledged that cultures and practices varied in terms of the quality of
support to children.[154]

Early assessments of the impact of the new detention and training order –
designed to address the above[155] – were not promising. An evaluation
published by the YJB in 2002, for instance, found that only 40% of children
leaving custody had received any form of education or training during the
custodial element of their sentence.[156] The findings were echoed in a 2010
Ofsted review of arrangements for learning in custody, and on release, which
concluded that children frequently did not have personal education plans
when they arrived in custody and that arrangements for education post-
release were unsatisfactory.[157]

A thematic review of resettlement by HM Inspectorate of Prisons in 2011
found that, even where difficulties were identified early in a child’s sentence,
little was done to address them until close to release: 17 of the 24 children in
the survey who said that it would not be possible to live with their families did
not know what accommodation would be available for them, including five
who were due to be released within the next 10 days. Moreover, these figures
were considered an understatement of the extent of the problem since, in
some cases where it was intended that children should return home, it was far
from clear that this would be the best environment for them. 

Furthermore, none of the custodial institutions visited by inspectors were
monitoring the nature of accommodation to which children were released, so
they did not know whether it was suitable and sustainable.[158]

A 2012 survey published by the YJB provided further evidence that
anticipated improvements associated with the detention and training order
had not materialised. Fewer than one in four children surveyed (23%) thought
that they received sufficient help with the problems that led to them to offend
in the first instance.[159] Such assistance included finding suitable
accommodation. 

In 2015, a thematic inspection led by HM Inspectorate of Probation reiterated
that resettlement provision for children remained woeful: “The combination of
a lack of suitable, settled and supported accommodation; a deficiency in the
services to meet mental health and substance misuse issues and an absence
of meaningful [education, training or employment] or other constructive
activities did not give [children] an opportunity to make a success of that
transition. On the contrary, it made it more likely that they would fail”.[160]

Charlie Taylor’s review of the youth justice system (2016) found little positive
to say about resettlement provision in YOIs or STCs and proposed their
replacement by secure schools.[161]

The most recent evidence confirms that government’s latest attempts at
reform have failed to provide the necessary support to children in custody, or
on their release. A joint thematic inspection of resettlement services for
children, published in 2019, reached a damning conclusion: “[W]e have seen
very little good resettlement work. We saw processes in place, meetings
attended and referrals made, but very little that was likely to make a difference
to outcomes and, in some cases, a woeful neglect of the child’s interests.
Outcomes for children leaving custody remained, with a few exceptions,
poor”.[162]

In its 2022/23 survey of children in prisons, HM Inspectorate of Prisons found
that just 37% of children thought that anyone in custody was helping them to
prepare for their return to the community.[163]



In 2014, the government unveiled plans to replace YOIs and STCs with a network of secure colleges.[164] Peers voted against the
plan, and the policy was officially withdrawn in July 2015.[165]

A review of the youth justice system, including custody, was established in autumn 2015, undertaken by Charlie Taylor (see page 17).

Taylor’s report and the government’s response to it were published together in December 2016. The government committed to the
closure of YOIs and STCs, explaining: “The Taylor Review proposes that YOIs and STCs should be replaced in the longer term by
smaller secure schools situated in the regions that they serve … We agree with this vision and we will develop two ‘secure schools’ in
strategic locations located close to the communities they serve”.[166]

The United Nations Global Study on Children Deprived of Liberty reported in 2019, urging all member states “[to] develop and
implement a national strategy aimed at replacing the detention of children in penal facilities with non-custodial solutions based upon
broad consultation with experts, civil society and children themselves”.[167] We are not aware of any standalone response from the
UK Government to this study, though in its June 2022 report to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child it stated,
“The State Party strives to protect all children, no matter what situation they find themselves in, and custody should always be a last
resort for children”.

In April 2021, in response to parliament’s Justice Committee’s recommendation for the Ministry of Justice to “publish a timetable
setting out how, where and when it plans to replace YOIs and STCs with secure schools and what resource has been allocated to
ensure this commitment is achievable and is met”, government stated: “With secure schools, we anticipate establishing future schools
will be less complex and, therefore, quicker to open than the first one because we will have laid the policy, legislative and operational
foundations and can apply our learning from the first school. However, it is an ambition that will take some time to be realised, so we
must also maintain our focus on achieving the best possible outcomes for the children in our existing estate … We will keep the
Committee updated when we are able to say more about the timetable for further steps towards our vision”.[168]

More than two years later, in August 2023, in reply to correspondence from the National Chair of Independent Monitoring Boards
which had expressed serious concerns about four YOIs (see page 6) while noting consistent positive reporting for Parc YOI, “a small
unit”, the then prisons minister explained that the Youth Custody Service, “continues to review their vision for the future estate to
bring provision in lines [sic] with this evidence and the opening of the secure school in 2024 will be a step in this transformation.
However, it is also recognised that change does not happen overnight and the [Youth Custody Service] will continue to drive forward
improvement and take every opportunity to share and build on good practice”.[169]
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YOIs and STCs will be permanently closed

Key policy developments

2014

2015

2019

2021

2023

2016



28

Evidence / record

The frequency of failure and child protection scandals within the children’s
secure estate has culminated in a consensus that child prisons are not fit for
purpose. In 2016, the then government confirmed that YOIs and STCs would
be replaced by a network of secure schools. At the time of this publication,
just one secure school has been developed. The large majority of children in
custody continue to be held in YOIs, and the last government appears to have
had no strategy for closure of such establishments. 

A recurrent theme in the history of child imprisonment is that evidence of
failure and maltreatment is met with promises of reform which too frequently
involve semantic amendment rather than changes of substance. For instance,
the detention and training order was introduced by the Crime and Disorder
Act 1998 as the new single custodial sentence available in the youth court.
[170] It was heralded by the government at the time as a “constructive” form
of custody[171] and the YJB described it as “a better sentence for young
offenders”.[172] In reality, however, the large majority of children subject to
the new order continued to serve their sentence in YOIs and STCs that were
indistinguishable from those endured by children subject to previous custodial
orders.[173]

In recognition that promised improvements had not been achieved,
government announced in 2014 that a network of large secure colleges would
be developed which would, over time, replace most custodial institutions for
children.[174]However, following widespread criticism, including by teacher
unions[175], this plan was abandoned before any establishments were built
(though the first secure college was to be a repurposed adult prison in
Leicestershire). The BBC later reported that work on the pilot site had been
discontinued but not before £5.6 million of public money had been spent on
the project.[176]

Mounting criticism and continuing child protection scandals led the YJB and
the government-commissioned Youth Custody Improvement Board to
conclude, in 2017, that the children’s custodial estate was “not fit for the
purpose of caring for or rehabilitating children and young people” (see page
4).[177] In that same year, HM Chief Inspector of Prisons described the state

of YOIs and STCs as “dangerous” and called for “urgent corrective action” to
prevent tragedy.[178]

These damning assessments followed shortly after the publication of an earlier
government-commissioned review of the youth justice system (led by Charlie
Taylor - see page 27) that had called for “fundamental change” and the
replacement of YOIs and STCs with a network of secure schools.[179]
However, neither the review report nor the government’s response[180] (both
published in 2016) provided any rationale for developing a ‘new’ form of
custodial facility rather than expanding the existing childcare model of SCHs. 

The government committed to the development in the short term of two pilot
secure schools in England and to working with the Welsh government to
consider “how the principles of secure schools may apply in Wales”.[181]
Progress in the intervening period has been incredibly slow. The first secure
school, with capacity for 49 children, is scheduled to open in summer 2024,
more than four years later than originally proposed.[182] Moreover, the
previous incarnation of the building and surrounding grounds was Medway
STC which was permanently closed in March 2020 following a succession of
inspections rating it as inadequate, and a BBC Panorama undercover
investigation of serious child abuse (see page 17).[183]

In 2022, the National Audit Office reported that the refurbishment costs for
the new secure school were estimated originally as £4.9 million, but these had
since increased to an estimated £36.5 million.[184] (Refurbishing a former child
prison on an existing prison complex – with two other prisons in close
geographical proximity[185] – had been seen by government as a more cost-
effective option, since the cost of a brand new childcare site was estimated at
£40 million). In June 2024, it was announced that Oasis, the charity managing
the first secure school (called Oasis Restore), had contracted Sodexo to
provide catering there.[186] Sodexo manages several prisons in England and
Scotland.[187]
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Oasis Restore is jointly registered as a SCH and a secure academy. Local
authorities run all pre-existing SCHs caring for remanded and sentenced
children. Charity law was amended in 2022 in order for Oasis to be able to
operate a custodial institution (specifying that the running of a secure school
falls within the ‘advancement of education’ charitable purpose).[188] During
the passage of that same legislation, following briefing by Article 39 and the
National Association for Youth Justice[189], Peers voted to allow local
authorities to run secure schools, but this was rejected by the then
government and later reversed in the House of Commons. The National Audit
Office report on STCs and secure schools (2022) noted that Ofsted “has
expressed reservations about [the secure school’s] size as it is considerably
larger than any other setting registered as a SCH, where the typical size is
between 12 and 20 places”.[190] Furthermore, launching a secure school
when YOIs and a STC remain open inevitably means that children will continue
to be sent to institutions characterised by decades of failure when Oasis
Restore judges it cannot meet a child’s individual needs (see page 5 for SCH’s
legal obligations in this respect). Parliament’s Public Accounts Committee in
2022 explained that the prison service had told it, “that if placing a child in the
new Medway secure school is not in the child’s best interest, they would
expect to look for an alternative, whether that is a SCH, STC or YOI”.[191]  

Despite repeated promises of major reform – transformation – from the late
1990s and beyond, the vast majority of children in custody continue to be held
in institutions officially acknowledged as unsuitable and unsafe. There have
been closures but this has been a response to a sharp decline in the number
of children in custody and damning inspections and child protection scandals
such as those which triggered the removal of children from Medway STC in
2020 and Cookham Wood YOI in 2024, rather than any planned, or principled,
discontinuation of their use.[192] In December 2016, when the former
government committed to the closure of YOIs and STCs, 87% of children in
custody were detained in such facilities (74% in YOIs and 13% in STCs). Latest
official statistics show that in June 2024, 81% of the child custodial population
was held in YOIs and STCs.[193]
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Concluding remarks with recommendations

Since the inception of ‘specialist’ institutions to provide for the imprisonment
of children in the mid-19th Century, successive governments and related
official agencies have been persistently engaged with experimentation,
reform and policy development. As demonstrated throughout this
publication, the past 25 years or so have been no exception. But, despite the
best efforts of the many people involved, the practices of child imprisonment
are continuously beset by wide-ranging failings. Given the weight of historical,
contemporary and comparative evidence, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion
that child imprisonment is beyond reform.

More than 40 years ago, Jerome Miller – an accomplished social scientist with
extensive experience gleaned from being head of juvenile justice systems in
Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and Illinois in the USA – concluded that the
solution to addressing youth crime is not to be found in imprisoning children
in conflict with the law but in closing all places of detention nationwide and
creating “humane alternatives”. Echoing the efforts of policy makers and civil
servants in the UK, Miller tried to drive through endless reforms and eventually
came to the conclusion that real change was impossible, explaining:
“[W]henever I thought we’d make progress, something happened – a beating,
a kid in an isolation cell, an offhand remark by a [manager] that told me what I
envisioned would never be allowed. Reformers come and reformers go. State
institutions carry on. Nothing in their history suggests that they can sustain
reform, no matter what money, staff, and programs are pumped into them.
The same crises that have plagued them for 150 years intrude today. Though
the casts may change, the players go on producing failure”.[194]

1. Affirm the removal of children from the prison estate, and the closure of
child prisons.

2. Establish a wide-ranging independent review of the circumstances in
which children may be deprived of their liberty – through criminal justice,
health and social care routes – as a means of making it a genuine measure
of last resort, for the shortest period of time, and consistent with
established national and international childcare standards and knowledge.

3. Publish a national strategy with timetable for the expedited closure of
child prisons (YOIs for children and the remaining STC), which focuses on
supporting children and their families within their own communities and
using only childcare establishments when deprivation of liberty is
demonstrably the only possible means of avoiding serious and immediate
harm to the child or others.

4. Use the forthcoming Crime and Policing Bill to introduce statutory
provisions that restrict the criminal courts’ use of deprivation of liberty for
children.

5. Transfer ministerial and civil service responsibility for children deprived of
their liberty through the criminal courts from the Ministry of Justice to the
Department for Education. Completely move the Youth Custody Service
out of HM Prisons and Probation Service, integrating it within teams
responsible for SCHs and other relevant children’s social care policy within
the Department for Education.

The incoming government, with its stated determination for change,
needs to be similarly wise and foresighted enough to call time on further
periods of experimentation, reform and policy development, and to end
child imprisonment once and for all. To this end, we offer five
recommendations for urgent government action:
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[W]henever I thought we’d make progress, something happened – a beating,

a kid in an isolation cell, an offhand remark by a [manager] that told me what

I envisioned would never be allowed. Reformers come and reformers go.

State institutions carry on. Nothing in their history suggests that they can

sustain reform, no matter what money, staff, and programs are pumped into

them. The same crises that have plagued them for 150 years intrude today.

Though the casts may change, the players go on producing failure.
Jerome Miller, 1998


