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Introduction

This executive summary draws together the findings from a two-year project commissioned by the PBNI to evaluate the Youth at Risk pilot programme in West Belfast. This summary will focus on the key outcomes of the Youth at Risk programme for the participants, the volunteers, the West Belfast community, the PBNI and the Youth at Risk organisation.

In the past decade a growing body of international research into criminal careers, has focused on identifying those offenders who are the most persistent, and who commit the majority of the most serious offences. This research has aimed to discover ‘what works’ to change this offending behaviour. The Probation Board for Northern Ireland (PBNI) has been at the forefront of putting this research into practice by developing implementing community and prison-based programmes.

There is, however, a small group of young adult offenders who are unresponsive to conventional sanctions and methods, and are unwilling and unmotivated to attend the range of programmes available. These young people, predominately male, are alienated and unconcerned about their futures and live only for the present. They are largely untouched and impervious to the views of their families, give little thought to their own safety or that of their victims and appear to be out of control. The PBNI was keen to identify a programme that had the potential to have a positive impact on the lives of this group of young people. Their search led them to Youth at Risk.

The Participants (Young people between the ages of 16 and 24)

“When I came back from the residential I got into a lot of bother, stealing cars and taking drugs because I knew that I couldn’t just change overnight. Going away for ten days wasn‘t going to turn me into an angel and I was going to prove that to them Then I realised what I was doing and that it just wasn‘t worth it anymore.”

Youth at Risk was commissioned to work with some of the most alienated, damaged and marginalised young people in West Belfast. They targeted the peer group leaders, those who held prestige and influence over younger teenagers in the area. If these young people altered the trajectory of their lives then that change could have enormous influence amongst other young people.


Youth at Risk received 120 referrals for the programme from the PBNI, community groups and some self-referrals. Thirty-four young people chose to participate, of which, 28 completed the programme. All of those initially referred to Youth at Risk engaged in anti-social behaviour to such an extent that their behaviour was seriously endangering their own and others’ lives. One year later, after completing the Youth at Risk programme, the majority of the 28 participants remain in the community. Their offending and anti-social behaviour has reduced by 36% and they have transformed their lives to the extent that, in the words of one young person, they now “work for the community instead of against it.”

The Volunteers

“In Youth at Risk I respected them because they did it free of charge and you knew that they cared. They always sat you down and talked to you if you went off target.”

“There are [young] people doing things that would have been unthinkable — they have made real progress ...“

The success of Youth at Risk depends on an active body of unpaid volunteers supporting the programme. In total 140 people participated in the Youth at Risk volunteer training. Of these, a core group of 29 became volunteers for the duration of the programme. The high dropout rate was largely due to the extensive amount of voluntarism that already existed in West Belfast. The area has a long tradition of community development and community work that is volunteer intensive. Many of those who participated in the training workshops had existing commitments to other community projects and were unable to commit to the rigorous demands of being a volunteer with Youth at Risk.

Consequently, the small group of 29 volunteers fulfilled multiple roles as they spent a year coaching the young people to transform their lives. Despite the resulting fatigue and, at times, low morale the volunteers performed their roles with commitment, enthusiasm and a vision of a better future for the young people in their community.

The West Belfast Community

The Youth at Risk results were achieved with remarkable support from a wide range of statutory and non-statutory agencies, political parties, the business community and individuals from the local community. Together they overcame barriers of prejudice, suspicion and scepticism to enable the delivery of the programme and in the process made substantial gains in the capacity of the community. The training of 140 mainly local people has enabled additional skills and tools to be widely distributed within the West Belfast community. These continue to be used to build co-operation, a continued sense of mutual responsibility and inclusiveness for the benefit of the whole community.

In lending their support to the Youth at Risk programme the West Belfast community reinforced their commitment to an improved future for young people. Rather than seeking to punish their most destructive and alienated young people, either through statutory or informal methods, they offered them a genuine opportunity to change their lives and be re-integrated back into the community.

Youth at Risk

Established in 1991, Youth at Risk is a charitable organisation which aims to design, develop and deliver innovative programmes in order to enable some of society’s most alienated, damaged and marginalised young people to transform their lives by accepting responsibility for their actions. Youth at Risk’s central concept is that “all young people have a worthwhile future, no matter what has been done to them or what they have done to others.” Youth at Risk also aims train both volunteers and youth professionals to work effectively with young people. Its roots are in the ‘Tough Love’ movement, which originated in North America, and to date Youth at Risk has completed 13 programmes in Britain and Ireland.

The West Belfast pilot programme has proved to be the organisations’ greatest test. In order to implement the programme successfully Youth at Risk had to overcome suspicion and scepticism both of its motives and methods from the community, the volunteers and the participants.

The Probation Board for Northern Ireland (PBNI)

The PBNI has consistently been at the forefront of the campaign to reduce offending within the whole of the Northern Ireland. They have constantly sought to develop and implement effective strategies to change existing offending behaviour and prevent future offending.

In West Belfast the PBNI faced a particularly acute problem — a group of young adults who persistently offended despite being subject to statutory and “informal” interventions and sanctions. Recognising the limitations placed upon them by their statutory obligations and training they were nevertheless determined not to sit back and hold their hands up in despair. Rather they sought to find a solution. By initiating a partnership with Youth at Risk, the West Belfast community and the wider business community, the PBNT discovered the means to successfully implement a programme that enabled this group of young people to radically alter their lives.

Key Outcomes

Changes in the behaviour of the participants were measured by examining a number of key outcomes. These included offending rates, personal achievements, return to education and employment and contribution to the community.

· 36% reduction in offending by the young people on the programme — three times the expectation of other delinquency treatment programmes.

· 50% reduction in joyriding.

· Over 50% of the personal goals set by the young people have already been achieved.

· Nine young people completed an additional week-long activity-based experiential learning programme.

· Six young people completed the additional graduation phase of the programme.

· During the programme the participants began to make a visible and positive contribution to the local community:

· They organised a ‘Community Task Force Day’ during which they performed a variety of tasks such as cleaning the community transport mini-buses.

· They developed, designed and delivered a peer education project called Youth for Youth that included organising a Christmas party for 30 children aged eight to twelve years.

· Youth for Youth has been expanded throughout the graduation period to include the Getting Around Project. This project is an opportunity for the young people to use the skills they have gamed in peer education in schools and youth clubs.

· Several of the participants have represented Youth at Risk at a number of conferences and given presentations about their experiences to schools and youth groups.

These activities have helped to facilitate the participants’ re-integration back into a community from which, as a consequence of their offending and anti-social behaviour, they had been excluded. These projects have enabled the young people who took part to develop new skills, confidence and increase their sense of self- esteem by contributing to their local community. Being a part of such changes has made strong impression on those members of the community who have been involved in the programme. One youth professional commented,

“The workers who have been through YAR definitely have changed and I can see the change. The atmosphere is totally different. There is a hope and an optimism where before there was resignation. They do see light at the end of the tunnel. It has made a difference in the community.”

Conclusion

The West Belfast Youth at Risk pilot programme has demonstrated that it is possible for even the most alienated and disaffected young people to radically change the direction of their lives and begin to make a positive contribution to their community. The young people who participated in the programme were believed to beyond help. Intervention by statutory agencies and the local community had made no impact on their anti-social behaviour prior to the Youth at Risk programme.

The courage and conviction of the PBNI, other statutory organisations, community groups and businesses combined with Youth at Risk’s radical and innovative approach, have created a partnership model that has proved effective in transforming the lives of disaffected and alienated young people. In addition the training and skills acquired throughout the programme continue to make a significant contribution to the community as a whole.

This model has made an important advance in approaches tackling the problems of crime and anti-social behaviour amongst the most difficult and alienated group of young people in West Belfast. It is now important that these gains be consolidated with follow-up programmes in West Belfast and the introduction of the model into other communities in Ireland.
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