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Distinguished Guests

Ladies and Gentlemen

Good afternoon

Introduction


I am happy to join you at this closing session of the Conference on the Rehabilitation of Youth Offenders. Over the last two days, we have listened and learned from leading practitioners, policy makers and academics from both Singapore and abroad. Each session has provided important insights. This conference reflects the wealth of rehabilitative measures that we have in Singapore and other parts of the world as well. Indeed, the interest and focus we have seen over the last two days reflects our universal commitment to this cause.  

Tackling Youth Crime

2. This conference has “Community Partnerships” as its overarching theme. The need to nurture strong relationships within the community cannot be over-emphasised. Juvenile delinquency and Youth crime and issues are ever-evolving, seldom single-centric in focus, often multi-faceted in dimension, that require a holistic approach, embracing prevention, intervention and rehabilitation. To be effective, measures introduced should be creative, varied and sensitive to the changing concerns and needs of our youths. 

Highlighting NYGR and the Many Helping Hands Approach

3. In Singapore, I head an inter-Ministry Committee called the National Committee on Youth Guidance and Rehabilitation that addresses this issue. 

4. Recognising that it takes a many helping hands approach to be effective, we set up a multi-agency committee, involving not only the government, but private sector entities and academics in the field as well. Back in 1997, when the committee was still newly formed, the number of youths arrested by police for committing crimes was more than 4,400.  As of June this year, the number of youth arrests has dropped to about 2,200. The committee, then known as the Inter-Ministry Committee on Youth Crime or IMYC, drew representation from the Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Home Affairs, the National Council of Social Service, the Singapore Police Force, the Singapore Prison Service, resource persons from the National Crime Prevention Council, the Subordinate Courts and the academic field, with National Youth Council as Secretariat. 

5. Its formation signalled the Committee signaled Government’s resolve to tackle the troubling phenomenon of wayward youths turning to crime and youth delinquency. As a central body, we sought to tap the strengths of the various agencies represented, drawing up programs and measures mounted collaboratively by the agencies, in a holistic, integrated and comprehensive manner.  In particular, we focused on the preventive and rehabilitative elements, which, together with enforcement and prosecution, undergirded this more holistic approach.  Indeed the programmes and measures rolled out under the auspices of the IMYC have increasingly broadened and deepened in scope, moving beyond stemming youth crime through enforcement and intervention measures, to focus on the more upstream aspects to address the onset of problem behaviours and pre-delinquency and restorative practices. Just last year, we re-named the IMYC the National Committee on Youth Guidance and Rehabilitation, or NYGR for short, to better reflect this new direction.

Preventive/Enforcement measures

6. In this manner, the committee has collaborated and implemented over 50 new programmes and schemes to help keep youth delinquency and re-offending at bay over the years.  Let me give you some examples.  One is the setting up of Crime Prevention Corners in Secondary Schools. While in itself a fairly simple idea, it showcases the alliance and involvement among the Singapore Police Force, the National Crime Prevention Council, Schools and youths themselves. While Police provide the content materials on youth crimes and areas of concerns affecting youth development; it is in this multi-hands and multi-stakeholders approach that makes this a successful outreach initiative. 

7. Another successful outreach initiative is the Youth Crime Prevention Roadshow, which was launched in 2003. Anchored by the Singapore Police Force and supported by MCYS, MOE, NCPC, NYC and SPS, the Roadshow reached out to more than 150,000 youths in 133 education institutions in 2006 alone. 

8. Two Intervention Programs I am particularly proud of are the the StreetWise Program or SWP and the Guidance Program. ,The SWP was initiated in 1997 to prevent youth from drifting into street gangs, adopting a multi-pronged approach involving the Juvenile Court, MCYS, NYC, SPF and SPS. Ten years have since passed and the programme is still going strong. In 2006 alone, some 143 youths have benefitted from SWP. As for the Guidance Program, the target group are youths who have committed minor offences such as shop-lifting for the first time. The Program runs for 6 months and involves counselling with both the youth and his/her parents whereby if the youth successfully completes the program, he will be let off with a stern warning.
9. Schools, Institutes of Technical Education and National Servicemen agencies and Voluntary Welfare Organisations working with delinquent or problematic youths have also been invited to bring “high-risk” youths on visits to Drug Rehabilitation Centres. The objective of this Preventive Drug Education DRC Visit Programme is to increase the awareness of “high-risk” youths towards the consequences of drug abuse and the strict regime they will undergo if arrested. The participants could experience for themselves the harsh realities of life behind bars through the visits and be deterred from abusing drugs. During the visit, officers from the Central Narcotics Bureau will deliver talks on drug abuse, its effect and consequences, and Prisons officers will illustrate on life behind bars with video presentation and site visit.

10. The Prison Visit Education Programme for Schools (PVEPS) is another joint initiative launched in 2004 by the SPF, SPS and MOE, targeting students who have been identified by their schools as “at-risk” due to their school discipline records. PVEPS aims to deter would-be first time offenders (i.e. prior to their visit, they never had any encounter with the criminal justice system). The PVEPS will help to prevent their induction into the criminal justice system by exposing these "at-risk" youths to the harshness of prison life which they may come to face if they were to fall into criminal activity.
11. The role of parents is also significant in this equation. We all know that it is always a challenge to engage the parents because of the demands of work. However, the family is the basic unit of any society and parents serve as important role models for the youths. The STEP-UP Programme, a joint initiative between MOE and MCYS also empowers parents to better understand their youths and ultimately, helps to reduce the number of out-of-school youths and juvenile offenders. Parents also play a key role in our Juvenile Justice Programme in Schools by being active participants in the Family Group Conference.

Intervention Programmes

12. If despite these concerted prevention efforts, some of our youths still fall through the cracks and commit crime, MCYS and Prison authorities, in partnership with the community, provide rehabilitative opportunities to help steer our youths back on track towards being more responsible citizens.

13. For example, the Managing & Overcoming Violence (MOVE) programme, which Prisons had shared earlier during the course of the conference. Conducted by prison psychologists, the programme adopts Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) principles in advocating change in the participants - the Reformative Trainees (RTs) in the Singapore Prison Service. Briefly, this means that how one responds to a situation is guided by how one views or perceives the situation and this perception is influenced by his thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes. Hence, in order to change a person’s behaviour, Prisons works at challenging his thoughts, particularly negative or unhelpful thoughts that may encourage pro-criminal or pro-violent responding, and replace them with realistic alternatives. 

14. The Substance Abuse Treatment is another programme conducted by prison counselors that targets young offenders with antecedents of substance abuse. As treating addiction requires a multifaceted approach that addresses the mental physical, emotional and spiritual aspects of the individual, the Substance Abuse Treatment programme addresses the various areas of addiction and recovery, such as understanding chemical addiction, deactivation of craving, refusal skills and assertiveness and warning signs of relapse.

15. Help is also extended beyond the youth offenders to help their families. Last year, SPS introduced the Family Resource Centres in their prisons to render support and assistance to family members and help them cope with the challenges faced with having their loved ones in prison.

Youth Voice and Empowerment

16. Another area which the NYGR is focusing its efforts on is in creating a platform for youth voices to be heard. Peer mentoring and peer influence are powerful forces which we should leverage on to help us tackle youth crime. Many a time, programmes are designed wholly by adults. However, youths themselves may be in a better position to enlighten us about the problems they and their peers encounter, and be better placed to suggest measures to curb such harmful behaviours. 

17. This year, the NYGR has embarked on a journey to empower youths to combat youth crime issues. As I’m speaking, some 140 youths from 12 schools are planning to implement projects in their schools and community to address youth concerns in the areas of bullying, cyber wellness, gangs and theft. Their efforts will culminate in an Assembly early next year where they will showcase their projects to a larger audience and hopefully inspire other youths to embark on more initiatives to address delinquency issues.  

Concluding Remarks

18. Let me conclude by encouraging all of you to press on in the good work that you are doing by leaving you with the analogy of a trapeze.  The swing from one end to the other on a trapeze is like the life journey a youth embarks on. Most youths can manage their lives well, and are able to swing from one cross bar to the other, transiting from each milestone without much trouble or help. 
19. There will however be times when some youths need a bit more help and can reach a low point in their lives and fall off the trapeze. But should they be assured that there is a safety net below to catch their fall, they would be supported and encouraged to climb up again to try. This safety net comes in the form of programmes and collaborative support from parents, youth developers, educators, policy-makers and community partners. Youths can learn that it is alright to make mistakes and fall, as long as they learn from these crucial experiences and be motivated to try again to reach eventual success. 

20. Our work and our co-operation do not come to a close at the end of this conference. I hope we can continue to leverage on the networks and contacts made during the conference to share ideas, learn from each other, and even to develop collaborations. This quote from Henry Ford aptly sums it up: “Coming together is a beginning, keeping together is a progress, and working together is success!”

Thank you.
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