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Spotlight on Secure Care and Custody  
 
The past few years have seen intense scrutiny and focus on the efficacy, purpose and place of secure care and 
custody in relation to children and young people both North and South of the border.  In England, the Taylor 
Review and the Youth Custody Improvement Board have called for a transformation in approach.   
 
The National Association for Youth Justice (NAYJ) recently published a discussion paper which explores the realities 
of current policy and practice and comments on the direction of travel.  NAYJ is the only membership organisation 
in England which exclusively campaigns for the rights of and justice for children and young people in trouble with 
the law.  
 
Here in Scotland, the new Scottish Government led Secure Care Strategic Board will hold its first meeting in early 
October.  The Board has been established to consider and action the findings and recommendations of the CYCJ 
based Secure Care National Project, which were summarised in the Secure Care in Scotland: Looking Ahead report.  
Alison Gough, Secure Care National Advisor, will be co-lead for the secretariat to the Board. CYCJ’s e-bulletin will 
feature a monthly update on the work of the Board and will be publishing regular related contributions focusing on 
young people in and on the edges of secure care and our collective responses to them. Look out for the September 
issue which will explore perspectives on the purpose and function of secure care and lived experience.  In this 
introductory piece, Alison sets the scene with a brief overview and outline of the current issues. 
   
Getting it right for children and young people in and on the edges of secure care in Scotland: the context for a 
national Secure Care Strategic Board     
 
What is secure care in Scotland?  
Secure care is the most restrictive form of ‘alternative care’, whereby young people are detained in a locked care 
setting, through the Children’s Hearings System (CHS) or the Courts, due to the risk of significant harm their 
behaviours pose to themselves and/or others.   The profile and numbers of young people in secure care has 
changed.  The numbers of Scottish young people being secured has been on a continuing downward trend since 
2011, but stakeholders report that the complexity of needs and vulnerabilities of the small numbers of young 
people who are being secured, has intensified, particularly in relation to self-harming and significant psychological 
distress. 
   
Less than a decade ago, secure care was primarily considered through a youth justice lens, and the then Scottish 
Government drove forward policy focused on expanding the size and capacity of the secure care sector to address 
young people’s offending and prevent further offending.  In 2007, there were six secure care centres in Scotland 
offering up to 112 places and 307 young people were secured.  By 2009, Scotland had seven secure units offering 
124 places, representing a 30%  increase in places since 2003.  
 
The 2009 Securing Our Future Initiative, known as SOFI, made nine substantive recommendations including a 
planned reduction in the size of the secure care sector, with the subsequent closure of two centres.  A number of 
societal and policy changes have also impacted including the introduction of the Whole System Approach in 2011.  
In 2017, there are five secure care centres, offering 84 places in total. In 2015/16 there were 256 admissions to 
secure care, but 18% of these were young people placed by authorities out with Scotland.  In reality, there was a 
5% drop in Scottish young people being placed in secure care. So there is less call for secure care, yet more call for 
specialist responses within a very small sector.   
 
There is growing evidence that young people who are secured (through whichever route) are nearly always those 
who have experienced psychological distress and the negative impact of adverse childhood experiences which may 
include traumatic experience of abuse, neglect, witnessing violence at home, loss and bereavement.  The majority 
of young people who are secured are already looked after.  Whilst the numbers of young people who are secured is 
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small, the proportion of children who are secured on two or more occasions has increased and a small number of 
young people where there are extreme risks have experienced multiple placements in secure care.  CYCJ research 
across two thirds of local authorities also suggests that young people experience varying quality in the levels of 
social work and specialist support during the lead up to a secure placement, prior to admission, during admission 
and placement; and after their placement in secure care is ended.        
 
The SOFI report recommended a review of CAMHS and FCAMHS in relation to young people whose behaviours are 
presenting the most significant risk to themselves and/or others and the in-reach to secure care. The Secure Care 
National Project heard that the picture is patchy, particularly in relation to planning and commissioning around 
mental health and wellbeing needs, interface with acute services, and FCAMHS.  There is no specific health care or 
mental health care pathway for young people in and on the edges of secure care and the commitment to changing 
that situation set out in the 10 Year Mental Health Strategy for Scotland is to be welcomed.  SOFI also 
recommended a more systematic approach to responses to very high risk of harm and further exploration of 
community based supports to meet needs and contain risks without the need to detain young people in secure 
care.  The project heard from local authorities and the Care Inspectorate that confusion about definitions still exists 
- i.e. there is a limited evidence base for the efficacy of secure care or so called ‘alternative interventions’ as there 
has been no tracking or analysis of long term outcomes, and localities are at different stages of considering or 
commissioning services to respond to very high risks of harm and vulnerabilities without the need to detain young 
people in a locked environment.  There has been no full audit of implications and potential in relation to future 
commissioning arrangements and secure care.     
 
The Secure Care National Project   
 
In 2015, the Scottish Government funded a fixed term Secure Care National Advisor role at CYCJ to undertake an 
independent, strategic and practice focused review of secure care in Scotland.  This work has been known as the 
Secure Care National Project.  There were several key drivers behind this. 
 
First, the Scottish Government recognised there was a need to revisit the purpose, function, impact and experience 
of secure care in the context of the Getting it Right for Every Child strategic framework (GIRFEC) and the many 
developments in law, policy and practice since the SOFI report in 2009. Second, whilst overall there has been a 
continuing (and at points steep) downward trend in the use of secure care by the CHS, local authorities and the 
courts in Scotland since 2011,  there have been some spikes within this.  As four of the five centres are run by 
independent charitable organisations, then whilst it is positive if vulnerable young people whose behaviours pose 
very high risk of harm to themselves or others are being kept safe without being detained in care, the 
unpredictability and volatility in use means considerable financial uncertainty and raises questions about both 
expectations and sustainability and when, if, and for whom secure care is necessary.   
 
There was growing recognition that for all these reasons, strategic analysis was required to provide direction and 
inform the planning and commissioning processes for the future.   
 
The Scottish Government asked the project to work with sector leads and other partners to:  
 

 ensure the effective delivery of service to children in secure care  

 review current trends, achievements and risks 

 make recommendations to partners about future configuration of the secure estate.   

The project began with a yearlong stakeholder engagement programme, hearing from 60 people with secure care 
experience, more than 200 practitioners and managers across Scotland’s five secure care centres, and engaging 
with numerous stakeholders and partners to explore experiences, views and perceptions of secure care.  A national 
multi-agency gathering of stakeholders took place in December 2015.  Following this, a briefing paper was shared 

http://www.cycj.org.uk/
http://www.cycj.org.uk/about-us/meet-the-team/alison-gough/
http://www.cycj.org.uk/resource/secure-care-in-scotland-looking-ahead-sector-leads-outputs/


 

                                                                                                          www.cycj.org.uk  

3 

 

with 100 sector leads, to inform their discussions at a national event in April 2016 to reflect on the emerging 
findings and discuss next steps. 
 
A research project was also initiated to study routes into secure care and responses to young people whose 
behaviours present high risk of harm.  This aimed to examine both the themes and issues highlighted by the Secure 
Care National Project work during its first year, and those raised in a previous 2015 CYCJ report, Secure Care in 
Scotland: A Scoping Study. 
 
In June 2017, CYCJ published the report from this new study, setting out findings and recommendations from in 
depth qualitative research exploring the role of Chief Social Work Officers and secure care in Scotland. This 
included how the CSWO role is fulfilled area by area; CSWO perceptions; and CSWO and local authority approaches 
to use of secure care and alternative and complementary services.  The study asked research questions about 
policies, processes and practices and the identification of vulnerable young people at the edges of secure care; how 
their needs are responded to; and how (where they are secured) their journey through a secure placement and 
beyond is supported.  
 
The Secure Care in Scotland: Looking Ahead: Key Messages and Call for Action report, published in October 2016 
and arising from the Secure Care National Project, was the SG commissioned ‘independent, strategic, analytical, 
and practice focused’ review of secure undertaken during 2015 and 2016. 
 
The new Board will be leading and co-ordinating the work required to develop and action the key findings and 
recommendations of the project work, including: 
 

 a national strategy and standards framework for secure care 

 further exploration of the interface between secure care, the CHS and adult justice system and the use of 

secure care and imprisonment when young people are sentenced or remanded  

 a strategic partnership approach to engage all responsible corporate parents in the review of 

commissioning and resourcing arrangements for secure care (commissioning arm) 

This will involve further exploration of the fundamental questions raised by the Secure Care National Project work, 
some of which are outstanding from the previous SOFI review: 
 
How do we respond to young people whose behaviours, often driven by trauma and psychological distress, 
present a significant risk of serious harm to themselves and/or others? Historically and currently, there is a 
complex interface between child and adult systems.  A core component of Whole System Approach is Early and 
Effective Intervention and prevention and diversion but there is evidence (SG figures 2015/16 and recent reports 
e.g. Dyer 2016), of WSA principles being inconsistently applied.  We have proportionally high numbers of 16/17 
year olds dealt with by courts and remanded/sentenced to YOI rather than secure care and a low uptake of 
electronic monitoring.  Meanwhile, secure care is used primarily as a care and protection response.  
 
Is secure care a punitive or protective response?  There is however no consensus as to whether or not all children 
under 18 should be treated as children within the Children’s Hearings System, or whether secure care rather than 
prison should be the place of detention for those who are remanded, or sentenced to custody.  There is some 
evidence that secure care is accessed due to lack of ‘close support’ and mental health and wellbeing help, 
particularly for young women.  Young people’s experiences of being in secure care; and professionals’ perceptions 
of the environment, ethos, and quality of care and support, is mixed.  Is it possible to provide therapeutic, 
nurturing, trauma informed and psychologically informed relationship-based care in a locked environment?  Some 
people who have experienced secure care believe it is and that there is huge potential in Scotland to further 
improve and innovate to transform understanding and perceptions of the needs and issues which bring young 
people to the point of requiring physical and psychological containment. Others are not convinced. But the issues 
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which were highlighted throughout the Secure Care National Project reports under the heading of ‘punishment or 
protection?’ will surely be a key focus for the Board.      
 
How can we promote the concept of a true Whole System Approach - across systems e.g. youth justice, the CHS, 
secure care, courts, mental health/illness services, and ensure trauma informed and psychologically informed 
responses? How can best practice be replicated where areas have found ways to wrap support and supervision 
around the young person in their family/community? And where does health fit with this? What are the cost and 
resource shift implications?  
 
The impact of cross border placements (primarily young people being placed by English authorities in Scottish 
secure care centres) has increased during the life time of the Secure Care National Project, and figures show that 
for the past year, between a quarter and a third of children and young people placed in secure care here were 
placed from England.  The reasons for the increased usage of Scottish secure care by other UK jurisdictions are 
complex and it is very difficult to predict future direction.                 
 

 
 

For more information, please contact alison.gough@strath.ac.uk or call 0141 444 8622. 
 

Secure Care Occupancy July 2016 – June 2017  

Average  72 92% 

Maximum  78 100% 

Minimum  66 85% 

Average Number of Cross Border Placements  21 27% 

Maximum Number of Cross Border Placements 24 31% 

Minimum  Number of Cross Border Placements 12 15% 
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