
December 1999

Written by Crime Concern

Young people
in rural Britain:

partners in
crime prevention

Partnership Support Programme





1

Working together to reduce crime
This briefing paper has been produced by Rob George, Sara Brown, Debbie

Kemp and Dave Sharpe of Crime Concern, as part of the Partnership Support

Programme, funded by the Home Office and delivered by Crime Concern

and Nacro in the government regions and Wales from 2000-2002.

Other briefings, in the series include:

For copies of the above, contact Crime Concern

Tel: 01793 863 500

e-mail: info@crimeconcern.org.uk
or visit www.crimeconcern.org.uk
or www.crimereduction.gov.uk

Introduction

Much has been written about rural crime, and about crime committed by

and against children and young people1. This briefing paper cannot hope to

refer, even briefly, to the wealth of information available about both topics.

Instead it will concentrate on the experience of children and young people

in rural areas2 – as victims and perpetrators of crime, disorder, nuisance and

bullying – and in particular on the contribution they can make as partners in

crime reduction. The energy, imagination, knowledge and experience of

young people are resources which need to be fully exploited if crime

problems are to be properly understood and solutions are to be effective.

This briefing paper includes the following sections:

Section 1 contains a summary of some of the statistical data on crime

committed against and by young people who live in the countryside. 

Section 2 draws out the distinctive features of rural life which mean that

crime problems affecting young people have to be dealt with differently in

rural areas compared to urban areas.

1 For the purposes of this paper, ‘young people’ will include the age span 8-18 years

2 ‘Rural areas’ will be taken to include isolated rural settlements, villages, and market towns with a population of
up to 20,000 people
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“Adults don’t seem able to tell the difference between youth
presence and youth annoyance”

16 year old
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Section 3 explores the role that young people can play in both helping to

understand local crime and disorder problems; and in identifying and

implementing possible solutions. 

Section 4 describes a variety of projects which are designed to meet the

needs of young people in rural areas, to divert them from crime, and to

build bridges with the wider community.

Section 5 looks at the services, structures and frameworks needed to sustain

long term crime reduction activity, aimed particularly at young people in

rural areas.

Section 6 refers to relevant legislation and lists some useful resources.

● Recorded crime levels in rural areas are, in general, a good deal lower than

those found in bigger towns and cities. The British Crime Survey and police

crime figures both suggest, for example, that offences of violence, vehicle

crime and burglary in the countryside are 30-50% lower than those

experienced in urban areas. Worries about crime are also less widespread. 

● Many studies and crime audits – local and national, rural and urban – show

that young people, particularly young men, are most likely to be the victims

of crime, including violence, bullying, burglary, robbery and theft.

● A report published in 20003, based on a sample of 5,000 12-30 year olds,

showed that 21% of young men living in rural areas had committed an

offence in the previous year compared to 27% of those living in urban and

inner city areas. 9% of young men in rural areas identified themselves as

serious or persistent offenders, compared to 13% in urban areas and 17% in

inner cities.

● Although crime audits in rural areas often identify the behaviour of young

people as a cause of concern for local people, these worries are less marked

than in urban areas. The British Crime Survey 2000 showed that 17% of

those living in rural areas thought that there was a problem with ‘young

people hanging around’ compared to 37% of those living in urban areas.

3 Youth Crime: Findings from the 1998/99 Youth Lifestyles Survey: Home Office Research Study 209, 2000

The Government’s Children and Young People’s Unit believes that
children and young people in Britain should be assured of:

● the prospect of living in a safe and secure community where
they are protected from harm, abuse, harassment,
exploitation or neglect and have the chance to enjoy the
opportunity to grow up with their peer group and friends

● chances to contribute to their local communities – feeling
heard and valued as responsible citizens – shaping their
lives and their futures

● the commitment to work across Government to end child
poverty, child deprivation and social exclusion

Section 1: The facts
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● A 1998 study4 looked at drug use amongst 14-15 year olds and compared

samples in three contrasting regions – a mainly rural region, an affluent

region near a city, and a principally urban community. The study found that

27% of those living in the rural area had some previous experience of illegal

drug use, 21% of those living near the city, and 18% of the urban sample. A

1998 Drugs Prevention Initiative report5 concluded that ‘drugs are widely

available and widely used in rural areas’ and that availability was increasing.

● Statistical data on alcohol misuse by young people in rural areas is harder to

find. Many rural crime audits identify under-age drinking as a significant

problem, as well as Friday and Saturday night binge drinking in market

towns leading to problems of violence, disorder and criminal damage.

The causes of crime in rural areas are similar in many ways to those in towns

and cities – poverty, family problems, unhappy experiences at school, peer

pressure, unemployment, substance misuse and so on. But there are aspects

of life in the country which add to the pressures facing young people, and

which can make finding solutions to crime and delinquency problems more

difficult. These include

● not enough things for young people to do or places for them to go

● long distances between where young people live and the services they want

to use – this limits work, leisure and educational opportunities, and makes it

harder for young people facing problems, to get access to help

● poor or non-existent public transport 

● historically lower levels of per head spending on youth services in rural areas

compared to urban counterparts

● scattered pockets of deprivation too small to attract investment or resources,

and too dispersed to lend themselves easily to diversion or regeneration

projects

● a larger proportion of low wage jobs which lack attractive career prospects

and long term security, coupled with a shortage of low-cost housing

● more polarised communities and a lack of tolerance can lead to greater

misunderstandings between young and older people

● greater difficulty in ensuring anonymity for those, such as victims of child

abuse or racist harassment, who want to seek help while keeping their

identity secret.

4 Young People and Illegal Drugs in 1998: John Balding, Schools Health Education Unit

5 Drugs Prevention in Rural Areas: Sheila Henderson, Home Office Drugs Prevention Initiative, 1998

“There’s no youth club, the pub’s out of bounds, and the parents
of the younger kids don’t like us hanging out in the kiddies’ play
area. So we’d go down to a recreation field on the edge of the
village and get stoned.”

Section 2: What’s different?
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The belief that children and young people must be fully involved in

identifying, planning and providing services for themselves and their peers is

now widespread, although practice often falls short of the rhetoric. 

The Children and Young People’s Unit has listed its core principles for

listening to children and young people. 

These include

● a visible commitment made by Government to involve children and young

people, “underpinned by appropriate resources to build a capacity to

implement policies of participation”

● taking seriously and acting upon the contributions of children and young

people, proportionate to their age and maturity, and giving timely and clear

feedback on the impact of their involvement

● not preventing children and young people from participating effectively “on

grounds of race, religion, culture, disability, age, ethnic origin, language or

the area in which they live”

● targeting those facing the greatest barriers to getting involved

● where necessary providing support and training so children and young

people can contribute effectively

● involving children and young people in reviewing lessons learned

Levels of involvement 
Hear By Right6, a report published by the Local Government

Association in partnership with The National Youth Agency identifies

degrees of involvement:

● Being consulted – adults make key decisions but consult young people.

They take their views into account and give feedback about decisions and

actions.

● Representing – young people represent their peers on an adult-initiated

issue. Again, adults take their views into account and give feedback about

decisions and actions.

● Decision-sharing – young people share responsibility for decision making

with adults.

● Implementing – young people are given responsibility for a project and its

outcomes. Staff advise and monitor.

● Initiating – young people generate ideas for action and make all the major

decisions. Adults are available for consultation but do not take charge.

The application of these different levels of involvement to community safety

will, in many respects, provide similar opportunities and raise similar

questions in rural as in urban areas. But there is a particular challenge in

building young people into consultative, planning and implementation

systems when they are geographically dispersed. Some of the following

examples show, however, that these problems can be overcome.

6 Hear by Right, Local Government Association 

Section 3: Involving young people as equal partners
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Young people have a role to play throughout the Crime and Disorder

Strategy process, from audit to implementation:

Audit
At this stage, young people need to be consulted as a distinct group – broad

brush surveys which cover all age-groups are unlikely to uncover the distinct

needs and interests of young people.

Audits will also need to draw on the perceptions and experience of a variety

of ‘hard-to-hear’ young people, meeting them where they live and where

they congregate, using focus groups, informal meetings, one-to-one

interviews and questionnaires. Transport may also need to be provided.

In addition to the three-yearly district-wide audits, it will often be beneficial

to undertake more local audits, for example of a village or part of a market

town, to get as clear a picture as possible of the crime and disorder

problems experienced and of their underlying causes and potential

solutions. Young people are a valuable source of information and ideas for

these local audits.

7 Building Safer Communities for Children Daniel Mason, NSPCC 2001

This panel covers the whole of the mainly rural county of Wiltshire and involves 2,000 13-18
year olds. The panel is consulted three times a year about council and public services, by post
and on-line. Questions about crime and community safety are usually included, and the
collated answers are made available to the four community safety partnerships in the county.

Web address: www.tomorrow’s-voice.co.uk

Tomorrow’s Voice Youth Panel

In Blyth Valley, Northumberland, a group of young people, with worker support, developed their
own questionnaires and surveys and wrote their own community safety audit report. The audit
revealed that young people shared the same concerns as adults, and helped to persuade local
agencies to commit resources to the area. 

Contact: Jonathan Charlton, tel: 0191 497 9330

Blyth

An NSPCC study7 showed that only 51% of the 89 Crime & Disorder strategies (1999-2002)
included in the study referred to direct consultation with young people, and that only a very
small number mentioned consultation with children under 11. Strategies which sought direct
contact with young people demonstrated the most informed community safety planning.

NSPCC
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Audits addressing the experience of young people are more likely to

produce richer results if young people themselves are involved as

peer-researchers. With adequate training and support peer-researchers often

produce more accurate information than adult-led approaches and they gain

valuable skills and understanding in the process. 

Planning
When planning and designing new services it is vital to consider young

people’s understanding and first-hand experience of what’s available and

what’s needed, and the impact of crime on their daily lives. In rural areas,

the difficulties of providing a wide variety of activities and services within

easy reach of young people make it essential that scarce resources are spent

on the things that young people want and that will make a difference.

8 The Rural Safety Initiative engages parish and community groups in assessing and managing the risks in their
locality, and in applying a problem-solving approach at a very local level

The Rural Safety Initiative8, piloted by West Mercia Police, and A Framework for Rural Safety,
sponsored by Kent County Council and Kent County Constabulary, both offer models for
devising small-scale, community-based audits and action plans which will be enhanced by the
active participation of children and young people.

Community-based audit models

In Bridgnorth, a team of 14 trained peer-researchers interviewed over fifty 10-17 year olds,
exploring problems of crime, lack of youth facilities, bullying, under-age drinking, drug abuse,
and the negative attitudes of some adults. Suggestions for greater youth involvement included
a youth forum, fundraising, planning youth activities, involvement in environmental projects,
and supporting younger people. 

Contact: Alison Mather, tel: 0117 921 0080

Bridgnorth peer-researchers, Shropshire

Established in 1999, the Young People’s task group is a sub-group of the Crime and Disorder
Partnership in North Kesteven in Lincolnshire. Facilitated by the County Council Youth Service,
it is made up of agencies and young people from the area. Chaired by a young person, it has
organised two conferences, runs a website (www.youth.oden.co.uk), a newsletter, conducts
regular surveys of the views of young people and is primarily responsible for the ‘young people’
strategy of the partnership.

Contact: Trevor Cockburn, Senior Youth Worker, tel: 01526 833 604
e-mail: youth.ruskington@lincolnshire.gov.uk

Young people’s task group
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Implementation
During the implementation stage, the involvement of young people in

project management with as much responsibility as possible (including some

budgetary control) will convert young people from consumers of services to

co-providers, and make it more likely that the project will adapt in the face

of changing circumstances and demands.

Evaluation
At the evaluation stage young people, as consumers of many services and

(hopefully) co-providers of some, need to be fully involved in the evaluation

of projects and services. While statistical outcome data will always be

relevant, so will the views, experiences and perceptions of the young people

who have used or helped to manage the service, or who are in the project’s

target group. A range of consultation methods should be used, as outlined

above. 

The particular characteristics of rural life mean that projects and facilities

need to be adaptable, and should pay particular attention to getting users to

services, and services to users. For example, a substantial capital investment

in a youth or sports centre will be of limited benefit if only young people in

its immediate vicinity find it accessible, while those in surrounding villages

are effectively denied a service. It is also important to ensure that, in

concentrating efforts on the particular needs of rural young people, other

specific needs are not neglected – for example, those of girls and young

women or of disabled and minority ethnic children and young people.

The Sussex Rural Community Council undertook research to investigate the lifestyle, health
and care needs of young people in the rural part of the Rother District, East Sussex. The
published results included ‘A Young People’s Manifesto’ which has been turned into an action
plan adopted by voluntary and statutory bodies working with young people where past projects,
current work, and good practice can be identified and shared. 

Contact John Southam, e-mail: jsoutham@battleyouthcentre.fslife.co.uk

Sussex Rural Community Council 

The Cynon Valley Crime Prevention Association has established the P.U.P.I.L. scheme (Pupils
Understanding Problems In their Locality) within 6 comprehensive schools and 1 local special
school to promote crime prevention, community and personal safety issues for young people.
Each school has a youth crime prevention panel established to tackle such issues. The scheme
has three main aspects: a team-building residential weekend, weekly meetings at each school
and a presentation evening. The scheme is to be accredited by Open College Network.

Contact: Eleanor Davies, tel: 01685 872 190

PUPIL

“I keep going with Youth Action because I want to do something
really memorable. I want people to say ‘that’s Michaela, she does
Youth Action’.”

Section 4: Cutting young people’s crime and victimisation through project work
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The particular mix of facilities and projects needed to promote the

well-being of young people in a particular rural area will depend on the

findings of crime audits, and of other relevant planning processes. 

A menu of possible projects might include the following:

● Mobile youth provision e.g. using a converted bus to visit designated sites on

a weekly basis and offering a place to sit and talk, recreational facilities,

advice, information and counselling.

● Youth shelters and sports systems are particularly well suited to rural areas

where an investment in large youth centres may be impracticable.

● Small scale drop-in centres or cafes can be located in community buildings,

designated for the use of young people at particular times and managed by

them for those periods.

● Provide subsidised, safe and customised transport to and from youth centres

and other places where relevant activities happen. 

● Youth action groups, based in schools, youth clubs or community centres

can involve children and young people in finding and implementing local

solutions to local problems.

The Matthew Project – voice box, Norfolk

This project uses outreach workers and two hospitality trailers (the ‘voice box’) to offer
services to young people in more isolated areas of rural Norfolk. Outreach workers will spend a
week or so in a locality, getting to know young people and build up trust, as a prelude to the
arrival of ‘voice box’. This offers a welcoming venue, information and advice, particularly about
drug and alcohol use and sexual health.

Website: www.matthewproject.co.uk   e-mail: thematthewproject@btinternet.com 

Wigglybus and The Shak, Wiltshire

In the Vale of Pewsey in Wiltshire, the Wigglybus provides a flexible and inexpensive public
transport service to residents of all ages, enabling users to book a door-to-door service to get
them from villages and hamlets to nearby market towns. A special membership rate is
available to young people, many of whom use the bus to travel to local youth centres. The
Wigglybus project enables young people to travel independently but safely and includes a
young person on its advisory group. 

e-mail: keithbuchan@wigglybus.co.uk

The Wigglybus serves The Shak youth centre in Pewsey which offers amongst its services a
skating and BMX facility. The project attracts young people away from car parks and public
property, and alleviates worries about young people skateboarding and cycling in residential
areas.

e-mail: pewsey@wccyouth.org.uk 
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● Outreach/detached youth workers, are able to undertake continuing or

time-limited work with young people in villages and neighbourhoods where

problems of disorder or crime have started to present problems.

● Inter-generational work, designed to reduce distrust and animosity between

young and older people, can be carried out to increase understanding and

to break down negative stereotypes.

● Mentoring schemes adapted to the needs of rural communities can give

young people in the most isolated communities ready access to a source of

support and advice.

● Develop an enhanced role for police community beat officers and parish or

neighbourhood wardens in building relationships with young people,

particularly those at risk of offending and victimisation. They may also help

communicate young people’s issues and concerns to older people and those

in authority.

● Mobile police stations can attend villages and market towns outside school

and working hours, enabling young people to report crime, discuss concerns

and propose improvements to local services.

● Criminal justice and welfare agencies can collaborate closely to incorporate

targeted policing directed towards those few young people in rural areas

disproportionately involved in disorderly and criminal behaviour.

● Outreach drug and alcohol projects enable young people to gain easy access

to sources of information and help, in ways which ensure confidentiality.

Highcliffe School Youth Action, Devon

Highcliffe School Youth Action Group, Devon responded to a high incidence of theft in the
school through a programme of awareness-raising which included a display stand, video and
presentations in assembly. Incidents of theft have dropped as a result and the video has
become part of the school’s PSHE curriculum. The pupils’ standing in the community has risen
as a result of the project. 

Contact: Debbie Kemp, tel: 0117 921 0080

Bishop Auckland Theatre Hooligans (B.A.T.H.)

Over forty 8-18 year olds are involved in this drama group. It is managed and directed by its
members and provides opportunities for young people to express their views creatively and
tackle issues which affect their community. Recent projects include a short play performed to
older people in sheltered housing units about the risks presented by bogus officials.

Contact: Stephen Elliott, tel: 01388 603 543

The Vectus Project, Isle of Wight

This project on the Isle of Wight employs two outreach drugs workers in schools, youth clubs
and on the streets across the island. An important part of the project has been the use, with
other agencies, of a converted ambulance which visits a different part of the island each day,
offering support, information, advice and counselling. 

Contact: The Vectus Project tel: 01983 825 841
e-mail: vpiw@lineone.net
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● Girls and young women’s projects should pay particular attention to safe

access and public transport.

● Projects which raise awareness of racist and homophobic crime, bullying and

harassment, should take account of the increased vulnerability of potential

victims who may be few in number and so lack support from others who can

share their experience.

Most of the first round of Crime and Disorder Strategies identified young

people as a priority group for action, and many Crime and Disorder

Reduction Partnerships, including those serving rural areas, set up task or

action groups focusing on youth issues. The indications are that young

people remain a priority in the 2002-2005 strategies. Not all partnerships,

however, have found it easy to make progress in achieving their youth-

related objectives. This has particularly been the case where the demands of

working in partnership have been compounded by a two-tier local authority

structure in which county councils – which provide most of the services

relevant to children and young people – have sometimes been less fully

engaged in community safety than district councils and the police.

In setting and achieving community safety objectives which will

improve the well-being of young people in rural areas and reduce

crime and disorder committed by and against them, CDRPs need to

ensure that:

● youth issues are identified as a priority for action in Crime and Disorder

Strategies particularly the experience of children and young people as

victims of crime 

● senior education and youth service managers are actively involved in the

Crime and Disorder Partnership Group

● area youth service managers take a leadership role in task or action groups

focusing on the needs of young people

● town, parish and community councils are active participants in identifying

crime and disorder problems affecting young people, and use their powers

to support crime reduction activity, financially and in other ways

● effective and young person-friendly links are maintained between

partnership groups and young people’s consultative structures, e.g. youth

forums

● all local plans affecting the well-being of children and young people

e.g. ensure the Youth Justice Plan, Children’s Services Plan, Education

Development Plan Behaviour Support Plan and youth strategies are

integrated and complement each other, with local strategic partnerships

being used to pull things together

Holsworthy Youth Club, Devon

Seven young people based at Holsworthy Youth Club wanted to raise local awareness of racism
and discrimination. They developed a diversity pack called ‘Discrimination is Out – Don’t Wear
It’. 23 young people got involved in producing a video, and 50 helped to compile a resource
pack. Their efforts won them the national Crimebeat Award. 

Contact: Tom Douglas or Steve Hayes through Anne Betts,
Holsworthy Community College, Victoria Hill, Holsworthy, Devon EX22 6JD

Section 5: Getting the structures right
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● resources are made available to kick start and sustain projects which have the

primary or secondary aim of reducing crime by and against young people

● Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership structures have the capacity to

focus on the needs of young people in a particular community

(neighbourhood, village or market town) and involve relevant individuals

and interest groups. For example, local young people, front-line youth

workers, parish and town councillors, school staff and the police community

beat officer need to be involved in planning and delivering the services.

Government Rural White Paper
The Government’s Rural White Paper and the linked Implementation Plan

published in December 2001 provide the context for a distinctively rural

approach to community safety and to the development of appropriate youth

services. 

Some of the more relevant proposals include:

● helping 1,000 rural communities to prepare a town or village plan

● ensuring that the national frameworks for health and social services take

account of rural needs

● providing extra funding for at least one community development worker 

in each county to support social exclusion projects

● making sure all police stations have a drugs arrest referral worker

● supporting up to 500 new transport projects

● new neighbourhood warden schemes, childcare places and Sure Start

projects in rural areas

● encouraging greater community use of schools

● Crime & Disorder Act 1998, ss.5,6,7,17

● Local Government Act 2000 (particularly section 4, duty to prepare

community strategy, and section 2, power to promote community

well-being)

● UN Convention on the Rights of the Child www.unicef.org/crc/crc.htm

● Building a Strategy for Children & Young People, Children & Young

People’s Unit www.cypu.gov.uk 

● Young People, report of Policy Action Team 12, Social Exclusion Unit

2000: www.cabinet.office.gov.uk/seu/2000/compendium/contents.htm 

● Crime Reduction in Rural Areas Beacon Council Briefing Paper

www.local-regions.dtlr.gov.uk/beacon/index.htm

● Youth Action Plus, Crime Concern  www.crimeconcern.org.uk

● Forum for Rural Children & Young People, National Children’s Bureau:

www.ncb.org.uk, e-mail: abrown@ncb.org.uk

● Social Exclusion in the Countryside a briefing note

The Countryside Agency: www.countryside.gov.uk/socialexclusion

Section 6: Legislation and further information 
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● Experts in Their Fields video about consultation with children and young

people, Forum for Rural Children and Young People tel: 020 7843 6327

● Hear by Right, Local Government Association

www.lga.gov.uk  tel: 020 7664 3000

● A Framework for Community Safety Kent County Council & Kent County

Constabulary  tel: 01622 696 036 e-mail: marilyn.howell@kent.gov.uk

● National Rural Policing Conference Report October 2000, CD-Rom

available from Lincolnshire Police  tel: 01754 614 201

● Empowering Young People in Rural Suffolk Home Office Research Study

No.234  tel: 020 7273 2084  www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds

● Can you beat racism? Interactive CD-Rom based on three scenarios.

The Rural Media Company www.ruralmedia.co.uk  tel: 01432 344 039

● Youth Shelters & Sports Systems

Thames Valley Police  tel: 01993 893 875 or 01296 621 932

● Building Safer Communities for Children

NSPCC www.nspcc.org.uk/info/publication

● Wasted Youth: Raising Achievement & Tackling Social Exclusion

Institute for Public Policy Research  www.ippr.org.uk

● Speaking out: young people, consultation and decision-making

video, National Youth Agency  tel: 0116 285 3709

● Partners for Life good practice guides on drugs and alcohol misuse; shop

theft & retail crime; personal safety; and bullying: Youth Action Plus, Crime

Concern  tel: 0117 921 0080

● A detailed resource library about young people in rural areas can be found

on www.nya.org.uk

● www.crimereduction.gov.uk

● www.crimereduction.gov.uk/toolkits.htm

● www.dfee.gov.uk/cypu

● D. Smith in B. Goldson et al (2000) The New Youth Justice

● Guidance on Statutory Crime and Disorder Partnerships

Home Office (1998)

● Youth Justice Planning Guidance Youth Justice Board (2000)
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