
As policing and justice 
are devolved, a more 
positive focus on children 
and young people is 
required.

ASBOs should not be used 
against children and proposals 
for the introduction of Dispersal 
Zones which would impact on 
children should be abandoned.

Community Space
Increasingly, parental concerns about the safety 
of their children have resulted in significant 
restrictions being placed on children’s personal 
freedoms. Children may be limited to indoor 
activities and not permitted to spend time 
outdoors unsupervised.  Children are therefore 
spending greater periods of time watching 
television, ‘surfing’ the internet and playing 
video or computer games – all of which carry 
potential risks for their health and safety.2 

Children can be limited in how far they can 
travel, due to their reliance on parents or 
public transport and safety considerations. This 
can make them particularly dependent on the 
provision of local facilities such as libraries, 
shops, and recreational spaces.  Although 
older children may have more opportunities 
to travel, research shows that these are limited 
by the availability of transport, particularly in 
rural areas, and the associated costs. For many 
children playing on the street, traffic can be a 
major threat to their safety.3 For other young 
people, political and religious segregation can 
limit their ability to move safely.4 Depending on 
the location, their ‘neighbourhood’, the area in 
which they feel they belong, can be limited to 
only a few streets. 

‘Hanging Out’ On the Streets 
Young people may ‘hang out’ on the streets 
because they have a lack of things to do, few 
places to go, and little money for activities. 

The 2007 Young Person’s Behaviour and 
Attitudes Survey (YPBAS) of 11-16 year olds 
across Northern Ireland, found that 56% of 
respondents identified a lack of safe facilities 

as a problem. Many, particularly those living 
in disadvantaged areas, cannot invite friends 
to their homes, due to a lack of private space. 
Where youth provision or leisure facilities exist, 
these may not reflect what children want to do, 
the costs may be prohibitive or they may have 
to walk through areas in which they do not feel 
safe in order to access them.5

Young people also report that they simply 
enjoy ‘hanging out’ together without adult 
supervision. Arguably the teenage years 
represent an important transition period from 
childhood to adulthood, and the freedom 
to explore and to develop independence is 
essential.

In most situations, young people get together 
without causing any problems, however there 
may be little tolerance within communities for 
the presence of groups of young people on 
the streets.6 Even during the daytime and when 
they are not presenting a risk or nuisance, 
there can be intolerance of children’s play, 
as illustrated by the frequency of street signs 
banning ball games or skateboarding. Young 
people may also be spoken to negatively or 

moved on.  This can be dangerous at night, if 
they move to areas which are not well lit and 
where few adults choose to go.7 These are 
often the most unsafe areas in a community, 
places where young people can be vulnerable 
to violence or other forms of harm.8

The 2007 YPBAS found that more than half 
of the young people surveyed had come into 
contact with the police over the previous year,9

and of these, 30% said that this was because 
they were moved on. Almost a quarter (23%) 
believed that they were treated unfairly by 
the police. Young people also reported being 
threatened and moved on by other groups 
within their community – in some cases by 
groups with paramilitary associations.

Personal Freedom and 
Community Spaces
It is important to recognise that, at times, 
young people’s behaviour in the community 
can be problematic - due to noise, 
intimidation, damage to property or harm 
inflicted on individuals. However it is also 
important to note that this occurs only in a 
minority of cases. Government responses have 
become increasingly punitive with the 2004 
introduction of Anti-Social Behaviour Orders 
(ASBOs) and more recent proposals for a 
range of measures including Dispersal Zones 
and Parental Compensation Orders - cited 
in the Together. Stronger. Safer consultation 
document. In this climate, NICCY is calling on 
Government to focus on making communities 
places of safety for children, where their rights 
and freedoms are protected. 

Community space is often the place where children experience least adult supervision and this unsupervised 
leisure time represents an important part of growing up. It allows them the freedom to develop independence, 
interact with their peers and explore their role within society.1 However, there can be real challenges in 
ensuring the safety of children and young people within their communities.

Government needs to increase 
its efforts to overcome 
community divisions and 
address the threats they pose 
for children and young people.

NICCY’s 2008 review of children’s rights 
demonstrates the importance of community 
safety to children, with participants highlighting 
many concerns ranging from drug and alcohol 
use, car crime and paramilitary activity.10 The 
planned devolution of policing and justice 
in Northern Ireland provides an important 
opportunity to move away from a punitive 
to a protective approach towards children 
and to ensure the Government’s forthcoming 
Community Safety Action Plan reflects both the 
spirit and entitlements of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

Aspects of the 2008 NIO consultation 
document Together. Safer. Stronger, such as the 
commitment to work with families not simply 
individuals, are to be welcomed.11 However it 
is of concern that the document fails to fully 
embed the principle that children are integral 
members of our communities and that their 
protection should be central to community safety 
policy. Indeed, because they require special 
protection and are at risk of experiencing anti-
social behaviour and crime, children should be 
designated as a vulnerable group within the 
Community Safety Action Plan.  

Focusing on the protection of children in 
community spaces is not intended to dismiss 
the fears or minimise the impact of anti-social 
behaviour. However it does require a revision 
of current approaches and their possible 
consequences. For example, a failure to 
accommodate children in public space results 
in them being moved to more dangerous areas.
This often has a negative impact on relations 
between young people and the police and fails 
to address the underlying causes of community 
tensions.12

The 2004 introduction of Anti-Social Behaviour 
Orders (ASBOs), which Councils, the PSNI or 
Housing Executive can apply for, sought to 
respond to behaviour “that caused or was likely 
to cause harassment, alarm or distress”.13 The 
Orders, which can be issued to children from 
age 10, for behaviour including littering and 
making threats, carry a minimum two year term 
which imposes spatial exclusions and other 
prohibitions which can impact on children’s 
rights to free association, play and education.   

ASBOs marked a step-change in Government 
strategy. The United Nations Committee on the 
Rights of the Child notes that ASBOs blur the 
line between civil and criminal law and “may 
in practice contribute to [children’s] entry into 
contact with the criminal justice system”.14 For 
example, the breach of an ASBO is a criminal 
offence attracting up to a two year Juvenile 
Justice Order, while the ASBO itself is a civil 
order which, as such, operates at a lower 
burden of proof. 

NICCY also has grave concerns about the 
proposed introduction of Dispersal Zones which 
can be granted when there are “reasonable 
grounds to believe the public has been 
intimidated, harassed, alarmed or distressed 
by the presence or behaviour of groups of 
two or more persons”.15 Dispersal Zones 
have the potential to prevent children from 
accessing public space to pIay, meet up 
and ‘hang out’, thus restricting children’s 
capacity to access their rights to freedom 
of movement and peaceful assembly, 
regardless of involvement in anti-social 
or criminal behaviour.16 

A 2005 study conducted with more than 2000 
young people in North Belfast found that 82% 
of respondents had experienced violence and 
disorder, most commonly fighting between 
members of the Catholic and Protestant 
communities, and 61% felt that their religious or 
cultural background restricted their movements in 
the wider community.17 

A second research study explored children and 
young people’s experiences of marginalisation and 
conflict in six communities across Northern Ireland 
and concluded that:

• Children and young people were ‘badged’  
 by the places they occupied; often feeling  
 ‘imprisoned’ within their communities
• Children and young people had a fear   
 of being identified as ‘the other’; often   
 limiting their opportunities (freedom of   
 movement, opportunities for play and   
 leisure, social relations) and impacting on  
 their feelings of safety
• Children and young people across the   
 religious divide shared negative views   
 towards foreign nationals.18

These findings clearly indicate that, for many 
children and young people, the conflict is far from 
over. It continues to impact on their sense of safety 
and freedom within their local community and the 
wider society. 

The NI Executive’s Programme for Government 
2008-11 did not include any actions to address 
community divisions. This is a serious omission. If 
the NI Executive chooses not to endorse the Shared 
Future strategy, it should produce an alternative 
strategic mechanism to systematically address these 
issues as well as responding to the antagonism and 
harassment experienced by children from minority 
ethnic groups across Northern Ireland.19
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