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Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Can I welcome our guests to City Hall?  You have all been here before.  It 

is great to see some old faces and old friends this morning.  I welcome very much Commander Duncan Ball, 

Specialist Crime and Operations and lead on Gangs [Metropolitan Police Service (MPS)], Chief Superintendent 

Dave Stringer, Borough Commander for Sutton,  MPS, Matt Watson, Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, 

City of Westminster, but also works in the tri-boroughs operation, Graham Robb, Youth Justice and Education 

Consultant, and John Poyton, Chief Executive, Redthread. 

 

John, you will be very pleased - and it shows how closely we work with the Mayor - that the Mayor visited 

Redthread yesterday and made some announcements around investment, which we welcome very much; I think 

around £400,000 for gang prevention and serious youth violence prevention, which is good.  He also 

announced a knife crime summit, which is to be held in October 2016, to explore the impact of knife crime and 

the way that young people could be diverted away from youth violence, and we show an interest in that in this 

Committee. 

 

On the same subject, there has been a parliamentary group - a Youth Violence Commission - that has been 

announced with six MPs to explore the root causes of youth violence. One of those members was our very own 

James Cleverly MP [former London Assembly Member and Member of Parliament for Braintree].  There is a lot 

going on in this particular field which I think reflects the importance of the subject. 

 

We are going to split the morning into around above five different sections on the subject.  We will be taking 

questions and answers accordingly around those.  We are going to try to get a better understanding of the 

data and the problem in itself.  We are going to be looking at the drivers of serious youth violence.  We will 

then move to disruption enforcement and diversion and then a section on prevention.  Then at the end we will 

invite comments and suggestions that colleagues would like to see from the new Mayor and from the new 

Police and Crime Plan produced by Mayor’s Office for Policing And Crime (MOPAC), so the move forward and 

then we will track that and work on that.  That is the structure of the morning and, again, thank you very much 

for coming along. 

 

I will start with a question, which is around levels of serious youth violence.  We reflect upon the fact that 

youth violence is increasing, although to have an understanding of it and the figures has been something that 

is a little bit challenging.  We want to explore the data around it and the problem in itself before we move on 

to how we address it.   

 

The data available suggests that serious youth violence is on the rise.  Based on your experience of working 

with young people, how is the scale and nature of serious youth violence in London changing?   

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  It is really interesting.  It is brilliant.  Thank you very much for 

inviting me to be here.  There has always been an understanding that young people who are victims of violence 

are not always coming to the knowledge of the police.  There are questions over whether they are just coming 

to hospital and slipping through the net, even though the hospitals now are working much more closely to 

ensure we are able to support those young people who we all recognise as particularly vulnerable. 
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I think what started to bring things together in probably a more successful way over the last few years is 

everyone started recognising these young people as safeguarding concerns, rather than just victims or 

perpetrators.  I think we have been seeing a rise in the numbers of young people who are victims of weapon-

related violence, although it is difficult to know whether those statistics are always exactly the same as are 

being seen from the police data.  We are certainly seeing a rise.  We are seeing more weapon-related injuries 

than previously.  I think the levels of assault are probably there but the weapons injuries are probably going up 

within that.  We have around 50 young people being assaulted in general each month at each of the major 

trauma centres, but the percentage of those that are knife-related or weapon-related is probably going up. 

 

The feeling with my youth workers who are embedded within those major trauma centres, along with our 

colleagues at the St Giles Trust at the Royal London [Hospital] is that we are not sure that whether that is all 

distinctly related to gangs, per se, and often we do not choose to talk about the term “gangs” because I think 

an awful lot of those young people are starting to carry knives as a defence.  It feels like they are going to be 

out and [will be] vulnerable.  They feel they need to carry a knife and there are lots of issues around young 

people’s brain development and thinking, and thinking through risks and consequences, that is not there 

properly to support them to think perhaps in the way that we would what the consequences would be.  I think 

we are seeing young people who are being injured in defence and not necessarily entrenched gang members, 

which is difficult. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  That is something we want to explore this morning around the analysis, 

and not to conflate all the serious youth violence and the increasing propensity to use knives, conflating that 

with gangs violence as well.  That was your point, clearly, and it is a question of pursuing the figures.  I know 

colleagues, and Matt, will have something to say about that.  It is about trying to identify the root causes: is it 

gang related?  Is it not?  Your experience with the trauma centres is it is conflated but what you are saying is 

there is an increasing trend of young people to be prepared to carry a knife by way of protection on our 

streets. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  I think so.  The beauty of the model and our joint work with 

Matt [Watson] and his team, is that the young people when they come through the hospital may be victim 

perpetrators who are known to the police or known to other statutory services, or they might be completely 

innocent bystanders or victims caught up in the violence within their neighbourhoods.  When they are in pain 

that is a great catalyst, all of them are able to think probably in a deeper way about what they want to change.  

It is a very solution-focused approach.  Matt has very kindly given great feedback when we have been 

evaluating the service at St Mary’s [Hospital] about how some of the young people, who have perhaps been 

hard to engage, have been engaged after they have been victims of violence. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Yes, I agree with John.  

There is increasing violence around young people.  I suppose it goes along with a decrease around post codes 

and a lighter touch gang idea that we had in 2009/2010/2011.  As we have become better at intervening with 

some groups of people who call themselves gangs, the more serious of those have gone under cover.  They 

have gone much more into business, much more around drugs and around drug distribution.  That means there 

is a lot more money involved and there is a lot more at stake.  Some of those individuals have become much 

more violent, so we have seen a large increase in carrying knives and guns as well.  That means - as John 

pointed out - that other young people may feel it is necessary for them to carry knives. 

 

Of course, we know that if you carry a knife you are far more likely to get stabbed probably with that knife.  

We have certainly had instances of young people being killed with their own knives in Westminster.  That 
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general level of increase is related to an increase in the seriousness of the business that certain elements of 

those young people are involved with.  Again - and I would back up what John says - that does not mean we 

are casting an aspersion on all young people by any means at all.  In Westminster we have 20,000 young 

people between 10 and 18 and we work from [young people aged] 10 to 25.  Of those there are about 200 on 

the [MPS’s Gangs] Matrix.  Of those there are about 100 probably or less than 100 who are really active, and 

of those there are about 20 that we are very worried about in terms of their propensity towards violence.  The 

impact of that on everybody else is to up the stakes for them, yes.  

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  That is a point well made because you have identified those gang 

nominals - for a better word - who are now prepared to use serious violence because of the nature of their 

action and criminality.  Set against that, are other young people who are aware of that going on, who may not 

be involved in gangs but just sense that feeling of violence around the area and, therefore, feel that they need 

to carry a knife by way of protection, even though they are not associated with a gang.  That is the thing that 

we need to explore.   

 

That is an introduction to the London context but, Graham, you think about these things deeply across the 

country as well nationally.  How do you feel that London compares to other major cities in terms of serious 

youth violence? 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I am mainly working in London now, Chairman, 

so I will mainly reflect on that.  Nationally, for the last 15 years or so, Youth Justice in London has made up 

about quarter of all the Youth Justice patterns nationwide.  That is broadly still the case.  You do have major 

urban areas, obviously Merseyside, Manchester and Birmingham where there is a similar pattern of risk and 

threatened vulnerability as you find in London and then other areas where it is very different.  Can I reflect a 

bit more on the general trends, though? 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Please do. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I should have said, first of all, thank you it is a 

pleasure to be here and thank you for the opportunity. 

 

From some of the work I have been doing in different aspects of London, I am very aware of recent spikes in 

knife crime, very aware of that.  I am also aware of the fairly long trend over the last X years - and I do not 

have the data - of a downward trend in this, so I am trying to understand, both at a locality level and  

system-wide what is going on.  There is absolutely no doubt what you have been saying that the changing 

business model is driving violence of various sorts; absolutely no doubt about that. The willingness of children 

to carry weapons.  There is no doubt about that, but the data is hard to read when it comes to what is actually 

happening. 

 

There are areas - like, for example, Lambeth, where I am doing some work at the moment - that last year did 

something of a violence needs assessment.  They said, “You cannot look at violence related to teenagers 

separate from domestic abuse violence and other types of violence”.  I may want to reflect on this later on.  

That is a really helpful approach because, as soon as you do that, you pick up what you were talking about: 

this is not about victims and perpetrators.  This is about young people in families and communities and it is 

about partners getting involved.  Their violence assessment, which is a public document, then very specifically 

said there are specific areas of commissioning that need to be done and there are various system changes that 

need to happen. 
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It is a bit of a long answer, Chairman, apologies, but I am struggling to say, hand on heart, there is a rise in 

knife crime.  I am seeing spikes but there have always been spikes of volatility and my sense is [that it is] not 

quite as clear cut as we might have thought. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  I think that is quite apparent because, unlike some other crimes where it 

is easier to track and to understand, such is the nature of the crime and the complexity around it, it is difficult 

to judge the trends.  Our information is there has been an increase and a rise and a trend up but there are 

some dips.  We have talked to colleagues about one particular significant drop historically, but then it is 

conflating the different aspects to it that I think is a very strong point.  Comparing London to other cities, what 

we are saying is London as a metropolis is comparable to a Manchester and a Liverpool but, because of the 

difficulty with analysis, it is hard to compare. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  Absolutely.  I know the Manchester authorities 

have been doing similar analysis as you are doing to inform their youth justice system going forward.  I think 

they are comparable. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  One trend that I think is undeniable is the increase in the number of 

females involved in serious youth violence.  If we go back in a period of time they may have had a certain role 

with gangs, perhaps carrying weapons or knives.  There seems to be from the figures that we have an increase, 

both as victims and as perpetrators.  It appears to be rising, so again a question going back to Matt and also 

back to you Graham for your analysis: do you agree with that?  Is that your experience and do you have any 

ideas around why that may be the case, gentleman? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Could I just add in one 

last thing from the previous conversation? 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Please do. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  That is to add, I 

suppose, without any criticism at all for my police colleagues, because I know how difficult this is, sanction 

detection of knife crimes are very low in Westminster.  I think that is also contributes to this.  It is incredibly 

difficult.  Witnesses will not come forward, we have no victims and that happens all the time.  The issues that 

we get with our violent young men very often do not come before the courts.  That in itself, I suppose, is a 

message there. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  That is partly because of the domestic violence aspect to it, which is 

notoriously [difficult] sometimes to bring people to justice for those particular reasons, is your point? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Yes.  Also, I suppose, if 

people are intimidated they do not want to talk.  That is the way these groups operate.  There is a lot of fear 

and intimidation around it.  Certainly, I completely agree with Graham that we have to look at the environment 

of violence that some of these people live in. 

 

In terms of young women, we are seeing increasing numbers of young women being involved working with 

drugs and holding knives.  In Westminster, we do not have a lot of young women who involve themselves in 

violent crime.  In terms of our matrix, for example, we only have one young woman in the gangs’ matrix.  From 

our point of view in Westminster, we have a fairly broad definition of gang.  For us, anybody who is involved in 
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violence as part of a group we want to intervene with, whether that is something that is understood or 

recognised as a gang or not.  I am not too helpful on the young women -- 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  No, that is all right.  Graham, do you have any thoughts? 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  [I have] anecdotal evidence from some work in 

some children’s homes and the ending gang and youth violence work that I was involved in.  What we saw 

there in a number of locations was how young women are being recruited into criminality of various sorts, 

particularly by social media and very rapid things like Snapchat and all the rest of it, which are very short-term 

records of activity.  Those are being used by people to target vulnerable young people and recruit them in. 

 

In my simplistic view, this is a bit of a Venn diagram.  The girls we are talking about here - the overlap between 

the youngsters who are exploited by child sexual abuse of various sorts - are often in the looked-after children 

category or somewhere in the missing person’s regime, that police and other colleagues will pick up.  In the 

middle of that are those really complex young people for whom mental health services sometimes are brilliant 

and sometimes are not there, and for whom schools are sometimes brilliant and sometimes not there.  You will 

see where I am going. 

 

It is a system-wide understanding of those youngsters right at that flex. That is true of boys and girls, but my 

perception is that the girls that are at that core are some of the most complex to support.  We are setting up a 

school for young offenders called the Campus, which will have boys and girls.  Our modelling says it will be 

about 15% girls and what you have to do to support girls who are in that sort of environment is really tough, 

because the instrumental use of violence and the tasking through media and all the rest of it and family 

context is long established in their lives from early trauma experience. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  From a victim point of view, we have seen a rise of something like 58% in 

the last four years of young ladies as victims, which I think is quite significant.   

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  I think the rise in women being offenders and victims is genuinely concerning.  From 

some of the things you have said, and I know that statistics are important in terms of victims of grievous bodily 

harm (GBH) as well as other crimes, and I wanted to see if you have any idea of how that entangles with 

domestic violence within relationships between young people because we are obviously seeing more of those 

kinds of assaults reported generally, and whether there is an overlap with that as well and how you think it 

relates? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  I think there is an 

increased awareness from young women, which is really good, about reasonable relationships and what they 

can expect from relationships.  Hopefully, that is behind some of those increased rises in people coming 

forward and reporting as victims.  That is certainly an incredibly difficult piece of work.  Lots of the young 

women that we work with will not have any perception of the relationships they are involved with as being 

violent or abusive, so it takes quite a long time to gain trust and have a relationship with those young women. 

We do quite a bit of group work in order for them to start coming forward and identifying the relationships 

they are involved with as being abusive and violent. 

 

Also, just to back up on what Graham said, we have a lot of young men who are using social media to connect 

with vulnerable young women.  We often see the same young men connected with a variety of young women.  

They could be from different areas.  They become particularly vulnerable if they are associated with different 

gang members or different group members.  You could get one young women who floats between two or three 
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different groups without particularly knowing that they are groups of young men and that they have particular 

antagonisms between them - they may or may not know that - and increasing their vulnerability, so they can 

become unknowingly in danger from those different areas and groups, if that makes sense. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  Certainly, from the Accident and Emergency (A&E) major 

trauma centre point of view, I think we are certainly seeing that fluidity between the groups.  We are seeing 

more young women as victims come through.  That is probably because we have had funding from the Mayor’s 

Office for youth independent domestic violence advocates (IDVA) which has enabled us to start to pick up 

some more of those young women that were otherwise probably slipping through the net, the victims of 

domestic violence within their relationships.  I think that is key for us. 

 

What is great around the panel is for us to move those silos away that otherwise often split up domestic 

violence from sexual exploitation from gang violence to serious youth violence.  I think that is really key 

because I think these young people are very caught up in violence in general.  Our concern is, certainly, that 

the young women create more issue if they are then fluid between antagonising groups, but the youth IDVA is 

a partnership with Solace with our youth workers in A&E departments.  Certainly we are picking up more 

vulnerable young women, and hopefully that means we will be able to look at supporting them. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Just to add to that, I 

suppose there is a real need to constantly have our police colleagues make us aware of where these young 

people are.  When we first started out when there were stops of groups of young people, often it would only 

be the young men who were identified.  The young women would be routinely ignored as not particularly 

important.  That has been shifting and changing over time, which is really good.  We are getting information 

about that.  To back up what John says, where you have a worker who is engaged in that process and is aware 

of what those dangers and difficulties might be, obviously that is massively helpful in order to be able to work 

with those young women and make them aware. 

 

Len Duvall AM:  Chairman, I want to come in and go back to Graham’s point about the holistic approach 

about tackling violence and the issues and streams that may arise.  In your view, in the work that you have 

done - and we may come back to this later on, Chairman, if we may, I would just like to get a quick snapshot - 

what the (MPS needs and we need generally, both for tactics of dealing with it but also prevention, is an  

anti-violence strategy, per se, across the MPS, bringing together its different approaches to different issues, 

and the demographics of the perpetuators who are doing it.  They could be gangs.  They could be out of 

gangs, but the trends are there.  Albeit crime is coming down, but from what we are seeing there is a rise in 

violent crime among young people that is obviously going to go on if it is unchecked.  Also, we are seeing 

particular features of this that is going on through the demographics.  As they get older it is continuing on, is it 

not?  Is that work that you were doing in Lambeth leading to an outcome of saying, “In Lambeth what we 

need is an anti-violent strategy, per se”, amid different elements coming into it for dealing with different 

crimes? 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  That is the sort of discussion that the partners 

are having in Lambeth at the moment, but it feeds beautifully into work that I understand the MPS has been 

doing on vulnerability indices.  That seems to me absolutely right.  Your safeguarding point was really well 

made.  This is an issue or risk, harm, threat and vulnerability, and the risk can be in the home, first of all.  It can 

be in the street.  It can be in the school.  If you treat them as separate bits you are missing a trick. 

 

I think the vulnerability approach to this is really helpful, not least because it stops it being just a policing 

issue.  It is a partnership issue and I think that is absolutely critical. 
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Len Duvall AM:  Can I have a very quick question to Commander Ball?  Is it not the case then - and I accept it 

is a wider issue than just enforcement - that the starting point might be with enforcement to bring on the 

other preventative issues that come about? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  To break 

the cycle, yes. 

 

Len Duvall AM:  We can talk about early childhood, childcare issues, reducing violence in that context of 

whatever setting.  What stops the MPS producing a holistic anti-violence strategy instead of [a perception] 

from an outsider’s point of view that the MPS follows trends and risk?  Gangs are in fashion this week, knife 

crime because it is a terrible crime, someone potentially losing their life from it.  What stops the MPS bringing 

all the bits together in what works in terms of their enforcement issue - also you have a prevention role as 

well - to drive this debate?  I think it was this Committee in previous administrations, Chairman, which you may 

not have been part of, that called for that.  You brought up that domestic violence issue because the young 

men involved in a street altercation were more likely to use their fists in a partnership and relationship issue, in 

terms of a family situation and issues like that, so what stops the MPS doing that? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  In 

answering this I would probably just come back to the initial question around serious youth violence and 

understanding obviously what basket of offences we are looking at that makes it serious youth violence.  If you 

look at that, a small proportion of that is down to gang-related violence so round about 5%.  If you look at 

certain crimes - obviously you mentioned knife injuries - so knife injury victims under 25, which is one of our 

main indicators of gang violence that then increases to 25% to 30%.  Then, if you are looking at gun crime 

discharges, which is also captured in the bigger serious issue of violence, that increases further still to beyond a 

third, potentially up to one-half. 

 

There is a whole different range of offences within that.  One thing we have to be careful of is not applying a 

one-size-fits-all to the whole serious youth violence issue.  If I look at my own sphere of interest - and Dave 

[Chief Superintendent Stringer], who is head of community engagement, can perhaps talk about some 

prevention we have done pan-London.  If you look at the gangs [issue], I think there is very much a case for 

joint partnership working.  We are talking at a lower level because there is so much interplay between different 

elements, for example, whether it is missing persons, whether it is exploitation, whether it is sexual 

exploitation, whether it is people that have come to the attention of local authorities for various reasons.  That 

very much needs to be embedded at a local level. 

 

What I do agree with you, in terms of enforcement, is that it does provide an opportunity to give that a kick 

start, and I think enforcement gives an opportunity to have a real impact on the violence in the short term as 

well. 

 

That is something I am quite happy to talk about later, in terms of the work that we have been doing with 

Trident [Gang Crime Command] in terms of the local gangs units.  That is very much focused on those key 

areas of violence. 

 

Len Duvall AM:  With all due respect, I think the answer you have given us just takes us back into silos again.  

Dealing with violence in terms of youth violence, yes, there is a gang element.  There is a relationship but it is 

about men of violence, per se, and about how they go about in society as they grow up and go into it.  We 

could say, “If I am more prone to be violent it might be I will start seeing some of the signs in my school 
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activity”, so that comes back into the partnership and safeguarding issues around that and the identification of 

that in some of the issues. 

 

It is not saying one-size-fits-all but a strategy that sets out elements that we would expect to make a 

difference to changing outcomes, where you do drive down violence, per se.  That has a role for young people 

in it in developing it.  It has a role for partners but what is the police role?  It seems to me that you are always 

driven back to the gang violence.  We know, and the data says - and I think we should thank 

Stephen Greenhalgh [former Deputy Mayor for Policing and Crime in London] for focusing on data in terms of 

MOPAC, because he did - that the gang violence element of this is a small piece.  There is loads of other youth 

violence issues going on, which are just walking down a street on a Friday or Saturday night.  It might well be 

alcohol-driven.  It might be drug-driven.  It is that bit where I think we want to see a holistic approach about it, 

not one cap fits all.  That was not my intention do you know what I mean?  It is about: what is the MPS’s 

policy position on driving down violence because whether it is a Prevent Strategy for violence, as we have a 

Prevent Strategy for counterterrorism, what is our position on it?  We have individual bits on it but, even if we 

talk about domestic violence, we are not making much headway there, are we, if we were honest?  There are 

some great strides forward in understanding, recording and moving it but detecting and bringing people to 

justice very little headway.  That is what I was trying to get at. 

 

Chairman, we might return to this under prevention and other issues. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Yes, that is helpful.  We are going to turn on to prevention later.  A 

particular figure I was looking at in the briefing, 2015/16, less than half of the serious youth violence was knife 

related.  This shows how complex it is, so we do not necessarily need to be hung up with the fact that more 

young people are taking a knife out with them because we might be going down the wrong alleyway in looking 

at that.  I agree with Len that this is such a large issue that we need not to work in silos.  We need to perhaps 

look at developing something more strategic. 

 

My last question in this particular piece is to Duncan and Dave.  Looking again at the figures, we have seen a 

three-year increase in serious youth violence.  There was a period, between 2011/12 and 2012/13, where the 

victims’ figure dropped sharply for that period.  Then, unfortunately, it continued in the wrong trend.  To help 

us understand some analysis, in your view, Duncan and Dave, what are the reasons in your mind for the drop in 

the number of victims in that specific period that seemed to buck a trend?  Do you have any thoughts around 

that? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  Perhaps 

if I talk from the gang side, which is predominantly the area I am responsible for and Dave can talk from the 

community engagement side. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Yes. 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  If you 

look at the biggest landmark event for London, which was the riots round about 2011, on the back of that 

there was a huge amount of work that was undertaken by the MPS to target those people responsible.  I think 

that also represented a bit of a watershed as well, in terms of how we looked at and how we dealt with gangs.  

We had some quite big changes within Trident, and one of the key things there was making sure that all the 

local gangs units that are within the boroughs are effectively fully staffed, and fully resourced and targeted as 

well.  We also changed our configuration within Trident. 
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By that I mean we developed a capability to move across London, so that when you do get outbreaks of 

violence we are then able to go in and support boroughs to deal with that and suppress it.  Because we know 

that, particularly with gang violence - and the reason I talk about gang violence is because it generally brings 

the most serious violence in terms of stabbings and shootings as well - is the support we then provide to 

boroughs, conscious that there are a number of competing priorities for a number of different issues that local 

boroughs have to deal with.  We can provide that specialist resource. 

 

The point is if we are able to get on and ideally prevent the first stabbing, that is what we want to do.  If we 

cannot prevent the first one, then it is making sure that we have a proper suppression strategy around it to 

prevent that tit for tat that can so often end up with more serious stabbings and more serious shootings. 

 

In terms of the gangs’ picture, that is when we started taking quite a hold on the life injury victim picture.  In 

terms of where that puts us in the five-year trend of knife injury victims under 25, that is down 27% over the 

last five years in that sort of subset, which is obviously mainly looking at our gangs people. 

 

Dave, do you want to cover more broadly on the nature of this? 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  In terms of the two big 

trends we have seen in the last four to five years, in terms of the overall package of serious youth violence, we 

have seen a huge reduction in personal robbery.  That also goes to the heart of what has changed between the 

male and female victims and offenders.  As a rule, females are far less likely to be victims and/or perpetrators 

of personal robbery.  In terms of the big basket of serious youth violence, because we have seen such a 

decrease in personal robbery over those past five years, and between 2011/12 and 2012/13, the vast majority 

of the fall in serious youth violence in that year was around personal robbery.  Because personal robbery has 

fallen so much, there has been a large drop in serious youth violence.  As we have seen personal robbery has 

fallen the proportion of males committing offences - being victims’ offences - has fallen. 

 

The other large category is GBH and I stress to the panel, I am sure you are aware that GBH can be anything 

from broken bones to a small cut on the hand where the skin is broken.  What that generally brings with it is 

that we are looking at things from a fight in the playground to a really serious assault outside a nightclub, for 

example.  Males are less likely to have that overwhelming predominance of offending as they do with personal 

robbery.  To a degree most of the changes I think we have seen, both in terms of numbers and also 

male/female proportions, has been driven by a decrease in personal robbery and the increase in terms of 

offences resulting in GBH.  We think most of that - and I am sure you have heard at this Committee before - is 

driven by the change in recording practices. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  I was just about to say that because, again, another layer of complexity is 

the change in reporting, which is your point about GBH.  It could well be those two different polar incidents, 

which would then influence the trends which make it more difficult for people - like yourselves and ourselves - 

to analyse how that could be prevented. 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  Certainly, when we look 

at the incidents that we used to record as crimes, and the incidents that we now record as crimes, the figures 

show in 2012 we were recording about 40% of incidents reported to us as crimes within the violent crime 

category.  Now it is about 90%.  The number of incidents has not changed greatly, but the proportion within 

our crime has changed dramatically over that time period. 
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Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Again, it can be that difficulty that we have to address because there is a 

reporting issue but does that mask an increase that, undeniably, there appears to be an increasing willingness 

for young people to carry knives in violent crimes, etc.  Then you have that complexity around reporting, which 

makes it - as I just said a minute ago - more difficult to analyse. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  In terms of budgetary pressures and cuts, how has it impacted on your 

ability to deal with this issue in terms of the police service, cuts in police numbers and in terms of council 

services, custody, youth service and so on? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  That is 

obviously a very valid question.  As you know, the MPS has taken out huge amounts of money over the last 

five years.  There is probably no doubt that that does potentially have an impact on how we operate and how 

we, as an organisation, work together.  By that I mean on the local frontline with the specialist resources and 

expertise that units like Trident then bring. 

 

What it has meant is it has brought us into a real sharp focus about the most important bits.  I think it has 

brought us into real sharp focus around where the highest violence is.  If we would then look to prioritise - 

because with a finite amount of resources you have to put your resources in the best places - we have had to 

make sure, which we do, that everything is targeted to where intelligence is.  We are aware that we do have a 

limited amount of resources and crime trends are growing, cyber crime and an increase in reporting of child 

sexual offences as well, so we have to be intelligent about where we put our people and where we put our 

resources.  In some ways it has brought quite a positive stance because, effectively, you are cutting off a lot of 

fat but you are making yourself quite lean in terms of focusing on those really important matters. 

 

The other thing that also affects us with cuts is because we know local authorities have had quite a big hit in 

terms of funding cuts as well, how that then affects the partnership and the diversion work.  One of the key 

messages for me, particularly on the more serious end of the serious violence scale, is, OK, enforcement plays a 

hugely important part but it is not going to solve it in the long term.  Therefore, if we are looking at all the 

drivers, for example, of serious youth violence, a lot of those are only going to be solved in partnership at local 

level.  I think the question for us as well is not just what is the impact upon the MPS but it is what is the impact 

on the partners because that has potential to make those partnerships less effective. 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  From a prevention point 

of view we have not lost any [Safer] Schools Officers.  We have the same number of [Safer] Schools Officers as 

we had before.  We still have police officers in every single Youth Offending Team in London.  We have 

managed to increase the number of police cadets.  We now have up to 5,000. 

 

What has changed, though, I think, is the provision of the youth services from local authorities and other 

agencies and the voluntary sector.  Whereas, from a policing point of view, the prevention picture has 

remained static - and I would argue we are probably doing more than we used to - it is how that is integrated 

with other services and the ability, particularly of local authorities, to do as much youth prevention and youth 

diversion work as perhaps four to five years ago. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  About the statistics, can I write to you after the meeting maybe because they need clearing 

up. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Please do, absolutely. 
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Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  It has been suggested that there is a large proportion of youth violence that 

goes unreported.  I was wondering whether Graham and John perhaps might start with this.  When I visit 

groups like the Ben Kinsella Trust they talk about how there are lots of young people who think it is safe to 

stab someone in their bottom.  It is fleshy.  There are lots of things like that that go on that just does not get 

reported anywhere.  How full a picture do you think we really have of serious youth violence in London and 

what could be done to improve reporting and improve our knowledge on this?  Maybe, John, you could start. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  The classic Venn diagram picture that I have in my 

information, where we only see what we see in the emergency departments, but we do pick up on delayed 

presentations.  Again, that is where that is picked up by the safeguarding route.  If young people thought that 

they could get away without needing to have a doctor treat them and are coming a few days later, that 

perhaps highlights the vulnerability there.  

 

As we have talked about, this is very much about a partnership piece.  It does mean that the Venn diagram is 

changing, in that I think there is more sharing of information, even if it is anonymised, the data sharing with 

the police.  If a young person comes in - speaking on behalf of my medical colleagues rather than the 

voluntary sector - the General Medical Council guidelines a few years ago were very focused on gun violence.  

It now incorporates knives.  Therefore, it is down to the emergency department to share information that a 

young person with a knife injury has attended. 

 

We are very aware that we want to make sure these young people engage because they are very vulnerable.  

We know the teachable moment is really key.  The doctors and nurses that my youth teams are working 

alongside are very keen not to just say, “Right, we have rung the police because we do not want young people 

to think, ‘If I turn up at A&E that is it, I am going to get picked up’”, but we do let the police know that 

someone has attended and that they are very welcome to turn up and see if that young person wants to speak 

to them. 

 

The youth workers work very closely in partnership and advocate on behalf of the young person with the 

police, if they have that conversation.  Certainly, that starts to create a fuller picture and less of that unknown 

quantity in the middle of that Venn diagram.  Hopefully that is improving as the partnership continues to 

improve across the boroughs. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Maybe, Matt, from a borough point of view and then I will come to Graham, in 

terms of there are young people out there who are having injuries but they are not going to A&E, so we are 

not picking them up through, hopefully, every A&E being signed up to sharing data, so how do we get a full 

picture of what is really going on? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  It is really difficult, 

Caroline, yes.  We have reports of violence against young people on a daily basis that does not get through to 

the formal processes that will not necessarily end up in hospital.  They try to deal with those things themselves.  

When I went to speak to the Magistrates in the West London Youth Court, they were deeply shocked by the 

picture that I presented because virtually none of those young people are coming before the courts for the 

reasons we talked about earlier.  People are struggling with their wounds, their hurts and their injuries and they 

do not trust people so, yes, it is a very complicated process.  As John has pointed out - and I agree - there is a 

sort of balance and a negotiation here about how you create credible and trusted relationships with youth 

workers, and workers within these teams, and how you share that information in such a way as to give a clearer 

picture obviously without stopping the kind of relationships that are enabling.  You are getting that 

information. 
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Of course, just to bring us back to your point about the impact on resources, I suppose, the less resource you 

have to do that with, the less workers you have to have those conversations with, the less you are going to 

know. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Graham, do you have any thoughts on how we could improve reporting? 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I do not have a simple answer. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  I do not think anything is simple about this subject. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  It seems to me you start from the lived-lives 

with young people now, and there was an experiment a few years ago to see how youngsters would actually 

ask for help and self-report.  There were two or three learning points from that, which have never been 

enacted but might indicate.  One is phone lines for kids; some boys will use that more than some girls, but it is 

not simple.  Online reporting, some boys will use and some girls but it is not simple.  Thirdly, it is where the 

trusted adult is in their life and how you enable that person to refer - if that is what the word should be, 

because I am not sure it should be “refer”.  That is a sense of passing on.  It is support for them.  It is about 

two things.  It is getting the help for them as well as making sure we have better records of what goes on. 

 

This piece of work that was done was about how we could get more victims of crime engaging in the 

restorative justice practice.  I think that some of the learning we then saw - I think it was Barnardos ran a 

gangs’ helpline for a period.  Some of it may be about using technology more intelligently and enabling 

children to report themselves.  Some of it is: who else can be there in school or youth services or elsewhere 

that can help them get the help?  It goes back to the partnership work at that point. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  Caroline, your report into crime last year was very helpful in 

highlighting a way that we should be able to increase the picture between the police and also those young 

people who are perhaps attending the local A&Es.  Currently, it has been really exciting over the last couple of 

years to get more funding to look at this work in major trauma centres.  There are four major trauma centres.  

Last week we had a conference just to pull in the existing programmes - A&E teachable moment programmes - 

and it was exciting for them to have Oasis there who are working in Tommies [St Thomas Hospital], in North 

Middlesex [Hospital], in local A&E departments, as well as the St Giles Trust, at the Royal London [Hospital] 

and Doctors Outreach (DOCS) who work in the A&E department there.  There are an awful lot more of A&E 

departments in London than just those six that were represented.  Certainly, while not complaining about 

having more funding in the last couple of years, I think somehow there needs to be found funding for - and I 

think it is probably - voluntary sector organisations to be in all 28 local A&E departments because, as Duncan 

referred, we want to be able to do earlier intervention.  We want to stop the first stabbing.  I think we need to 

be in the local A&E departments where young people are likely to walk in as a victim of an assault, so that we 

can prevent further violence sort of ramping up there.  I think that is where it is: again, partnership is obviously 

the key word today.  We want to be able to intervene early before it gets worse.  It shows that youth work is 

embedded and local A&Es work very well with their borough colleagues and it really joins up nicely.  Hopefully, 

we can pick those young people up before they then start to get too entrenched, in needing the criminal 

intervention or policing intervention. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Colleagues will know I have pushed the Mayor [Sadiq Khan] twice on this in the 

last month and I am hopeful that following his and his Deputy Mayor’s [Sophie Linden, Deputy Mayor for 
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Policing and Crime] visit that maybe in his strategy we might see some progress on this.  It is a very important 

area. 

 

Can I just ask the police, because I have not asked you yet, how helpful you think the serious youth violence 

measures are in telling us what is happening in London and is there a better way of measuring it? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  I think I 

will probably come back my earlier answer, in that I think it is a useful indicator, but one thing I think we do 

have to really understand is what we actually mean by it, because obviously we are looking at those people 

who are under 19 as victims and because it is such a different raft of offences.  I completely agree with the 

point that there is the connectivity and the need to join up at that local level around the vulnerability and 

identifying the underlying causes.  How we tackle that could be very different according to different crime 

type.  For example, if we are looking at domestic abuse, we might take a different approach in terms of the 

enforcement of a police solution after the initial partnership work as to how we would then look to deal with 

gangs, because they all have their different nuances. 

 

The main thing is, yes, I do not think it is unhelpful, but what I think is important is we actually understand 

what each of the pillars are within it, dealing with them - cross-cutting, clearly, in terms of the underlying 

causes - but there are different nuances that we do have to recognise in how we are taking it forward.  I think 

that is probably the best answer I can give, really. 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  I think it is helpful in the 

sense of we do need to know with such a critical group of people what is happening in their lives.  It will only 

be an imperfect understanding.  I suppose the bit I think is slightly missing from the conversation is what 

young people think themselves, so I think I would take this back perhaps to the MOPAC youth survey, so there 

is some really interesting soft data there that tells us what young people think about being victimised, what 

they think about being pressured to join a gang.  I think it is helpful to have the hard data, as imperfect as that 

is, but I think the thing that has really been missing so far is actually getting to the voices of young people 

themselves and what they think about gangs and what they think of victimisation and how much of it is 

happening to them.  Obviously, with adults we have the Crime Survey of England and Wales, which gives you 

that.  We do not have something similar for young people, which from my perspective is quite a gap. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Obviously, you said this survey, but the charities, so the Ben Kinsella Trust have 

anonymised their projection, and it gives you a feel from talking to the young people, and I am sure Redthread 

and others would as well, but maybe that is a bigger piece of work, to get that side. 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  I do 

think when we look at the data as well, we should always say it is a starting point for a conversation, whether it 

is in committees like this or as the MPS, for example, how we are looking at our performance and how we are 

then dealing with partnership work or how we are then dealing with enforcements, it is understanding it, 

because I think there are massive dangers in taking top-line figures without going in underneath.  So I always 

say when I chair any meetings it is always a starting point for how we then develop a plan to deal with 

something. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Thank you.   
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Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Thank you very much.  That is a very useful group of questions.  I think 

this covers some of the things we are going to ask a little bit later as well, but it is important to spend some 

time looking at the context, of the levels of the problem and trying to understand some of the issues around it. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  I think a lot of the issues have been looked at already this morning about what the 

drivers are, but perhaps we will ask Graham and John [Poyton] what you think the most important drivers are. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  A portion of this is around the drugs market, 

nationally driven, not just a London drugs market, county lines and all of that sort of stuff that we know is 

going on.  That is a portion of it.  A portion of this is the sort of interaction between teenagers that has always 

been there, but suddenly they have got more access to knives and other weapons and therefore there is an 

escalation in the data coming through.  I agree with the comments earlier on; it has moved away from what 

was described as the sort of postcode tensions.  It does not feel to be the same in the bits of London I am most 

familiar with, but what you are now getting obviously with all the population mobility around London of 

families, you are getting different tensions emerging related to local communities and where people are living, 

so it is not the traditional postcodes of, I do not know, Haringey or Lambeth or Croydon, but there are tensions 

between communities in local areas over particular bits of “beef”, the conflict. 

 

But I am also conscious of how quickly the criminal economy is changing and it clearly has been driven by the 

drugs economy, but there has been some anecdotal evidence of a rise in instrumental theft of high-end bikes, 

for instance, or it was mobile phones was the key target, so therefore you see changes in the recording around 

personal robbery and all the other things that were being mentioned earlier on.  So to come back to it, I still 

think it is substantially drugs.  The risk at the moment that I am picking up in different bits of London is that 

where some of the London drug trading was going on to the coastal towns through the county lines, that is 

changing and that is producing some conflict back in London.  So this is an incredibly dynamic bit of landscape 

and we have got to be very careful not to design a solution that is right for 2016 that changes in 2018.  So 

that would be my take on it. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  Just picking up that point, the solutions we had two, three years ago, they are out of 

date then?   

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  Some of them are not, but some of them need 

to be refreshed.  The increase in reporting of domestic violence and domestic abuse is a good thing, because 

people are presumably becoming more confident to report it, with all the weaknesses that there are.  That is 

still a good thing.  Some of the approaches are absolutely the same; some of the tactical responses are not the 

same and will need to change because of the nature of the risk and harm and threat. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  I do not know that I have an awful lot more to offer.  

Certainly, I would reflect that I think there is a real concern: in one sense, it is probably an awful lot of things 

have not changed, but one of those, the technology and the social media element obviously brings a massive 

magnifying glass or a loudspeaker that enables those “beefs”, those issues that have always been there and 

have been there for probably hundreds of years between different groups of young people to be magnified 

massively.  Even if we think back to 2011, not that long ago, everything was done by BlackBerry Messenger.  

Who has a BlackBerry any more, apart from probably an awful lot of people in this building? 

 

Also the high-resolution video, the live streaming that is available now.  I do not think it is necessarily that we 

all have to become experts in these things, but it is happening more so, so it is probably similar behaviours that 

are out there.  I think that is where the girls are probably getting more involved, almost as public relations sort 
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of gurus, using Snapchat and Periscope and other things.  It is just creating a wider net of vulnerability for 

young people, in the same way we were saying it is not necessarily young offenders that are just carrying 

knives, young people are getting caught up very much in that vulnerability around the social media, which is a 

real concern, because it then creates sort of more of a vicious cycle. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  The impression I am getting from Graham is that this is an adjunct to other criminality.  

Do you agree with that? 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  I think the county lines issue is a big one, and again, I think 

that is pulling in an awful lot more vulnerable young people, whether that is looked-after children, young 

children with learning difficulties.  I think again, a little bit like the social media is casting it wider and bringing 

more young people into that vicious circle, I think the county lines work, perhaps moving beyond the postcode 

sort of drug dealing, is pulling in more vulnerable young people, taking them outside of London and I think 

that is a huge concern. 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  Sorry, I 

was just going to add a couple of points to that.  I agree, violence can be an adjunct to the drugs market, for 

example.  If you are going to run a drugs market, you need to enforce it, and therefore naturally it is going to 

bring some violence.  I do think things like drugs bring trends in terms of how we see the serious youth 

violence picture or how we see elements of the serious youth violence picture playing out, but I think there is 

another response to the question, really, in terms of what we see as the risk factors that then lead to the 

drivers.  By that we are talking about issues we will probably be talking about in 30 or 40 years’ time, for 

example, around an individual, so have they been victimised before; what is the level of exposure of violence 

within the family; what are the family circumstances like; what is the background they have had in terms of 

parental supervision and discipline and so on and so forth; what is the impact to the community; what is the 

influence of peer groups? 

 

So if you come from a background where a lot of those factors are there, then there is probably a greater 

propensity to undertake violence.  Obviously that is not a one size fits all picture by any stretch of the 

imagination, but I do think - which goes far beyond policing and far beyond us sitting this side of the panel - it 

is what we can bring and what the Committee can bring more broadly in terms of all the underlying factors that 

contribute to that risk.  I accept the crime element is a challenge and we have to really look at that and the 

police have to really look at that, but I think it is all those underlying factors, because whilst all those 

underlying factors exist, I think they still present that breeding ground, effectively, for the additional triggers, 

which could be the drugs market, which could be the criminality. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Could I just add, 

Andrew, I suppose for a lot of our young people, they are heavily involved in youth violence and drugs.  They 

see this as a solution.  This is not a problem, this is not something that they want resolved, this is something 

that they want to continue with.  A lot of our work, we kind of characterise it as long-term relationships,  

short-term interventions.  John [Poyton] talked about the teachable moment, and obviously that happens in 

A&E, it happens outside as well, so when your friend’s door gets kicked in and when all of your drugs are taken 

and your friends are killed and the impact it has on you.  So I think we have got to understand, yes, for a lot of 

these young people, this is not a problem, this is a solution.  They have got, as you pointed out, often very 

deep problems and very deeply ingrained problems. 

 

Yes, there are a lot of vulnerable young people and we are seeing a lot of cuckooing, so vulnerable adults’ 

houses being taken over and used to distribute drugs from, but there is also a lot of sophisticated young 
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people out there, incredibly well-presented, incredibly able to present themselves differently to different 

people in different venues and they have got all sorts of deeply ingrained issues and problems and a whole 

variety of them, I am sure you can imagine.  So the solution, from our point of view, is to look at a very 

therapeutic kind of intervention, so I think you have to take quite a broad view of it.  There is no kind of one 

size fits all and there is not a sort of deterrent.  We have often said we cannot enforce our way out of it, but I 

suppose we need to then think, “If we cannot do that, what are the resources, what is the impetus, what is the 

amount of commitment that we are willing to give to the more detailed interventions?” 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  If we look at the other side of the coin for a minute, we referred there about all the 

societal factors, domestic violence and so on leading to creating this climate which leads people into youth 

violence, but presumably not everybody in that background ends up involved in violence.  Has any work been 

done on the reasons why people do not get involved? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  I could not agree more, 

Andrew. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  Because it seems to me we are looking at one end of it, which is where people have 

got involved, but presumably all the people who do not get involved, there is a reason why they have not.  If 

you know some of the reasons why they have not, that might actually help us understand the reason why they 

have. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Yes, I could not agree 

more.  That is vital.  Yes, that is true. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  There is some work that has been done on 

that, which is under the heading “desistance”, and it is about what is it that stops somebody getting involved 

or does not let them get involved in the first place?  There is quite a bit of literature all around that, which 

actually should inform some of the thinking going forward. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  I am just wondering, as I say, you have indicated all these other factors, but the 

majority of kids, I suspect, do not get involved.  Why? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  No, I 

agree, and that is why I was at pains to sort of stress they are potential risk factors and just because those 

factors are present in somebody’s early life does not necessarily mean that is the case. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  But you have got two cohorts of kids, one who ends up being violent and the other 

ones who do not, who have both come from very similar backgrounds, socioeconomic, domestic violence, 

whatever backgrounds.  There must be reasons why the ones who do not get involved do not get involved. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  I agree.  I do not have 

the answer to that, but I do think that is one of the problems.  We want to do as much prevention as we can.  

The problem with prevention is - whilst I completely agree with it and want more funding for it; it is a great 

thing to do and I have worked in prevention for a number of years - you throw the net very, very wide.  That is 

obviously very expensive, and then, as you have said, you are not really sure what the key factors are with all 

these people with very, very similar issues and difficulties, what are the ones that are going to tip particular 

individuals over into becoming serious young offenders.  Certainly, we know that being stabbed, being a victim 

of serious crime is often a precursor to that and there are certain sort of key elements, I suppose, that we can 
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use as a predictive measure for a certain section of the population.  But absolutely, definitely more work needs 

to be done to help us to understand. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I was just wondering, should I talk a bit more 

about the desistance stuff?  Would that help? 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  That would be helpful, yes. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  Yes, because it starts off from some of the 

family context: how is a child brought up, what are the boundaries, how are they enforced, how do they 

understand problem-solving?  Some of it is around teaching thinking skills.  Your teachable moment is 

absolutely critical here: how do you teach a child to make decisions?  Being an ex-teacher, this is moral 

education, how do you understand the choices and the consequences that you are making?  Some of is about 

understanding the social bonds of a child to the community.  If they are linked in with positive social networks, 

they are less likely to get involved.  If they are not linked in with positive social networks, whatever they are, 

volunteering or whatever, that is a negative indicator, and so it goes on.  There is quite a long literature, 

starting from the family and then looking at the individual. 

 

The question then is how that relates to your broad net point, is it not?  Because you could do an awful lot of 

work and a lot of it would be not as targeted as it needs to be.  I do not have an answer to how you do that, 

but there is quite a lot of good evidence about some of the key things you need to do.  That issue of learning 

your way out of the problems is fundamental here.  There is a national review of youth justice going on, the 

Charlie Taylor report [Review of the Youth Justice System], which is supposed to be published - depending on 

what politics take over - but it is saying that the heart of the prevention of youth offending is giving people 

better education outcomes, because that gives them the social bonds and the learning that there is a different 

way to earn their living than the crime route, real choices.  So there is a whole raft of stuff around there that 

we could explore further. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM:  If I can go back to the other side for a minute now, knife-carrying: has it significantly 

increased?  What are the drivers for why more kids are carrying knives than there used to be?  Was it always a 

problem or has it got worse and why has that happened? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Just a little point from 

me, I just want to sort of back up what we have heard from our police colleagues.  From ourselves, we know 

that reporting has changed quite dramatically, so we know that the police will arrest, they will charge with the 

highest one possible or arrest with the highest charge possible and then those charges get dropped, so it is 

very difficult to get behind some of those statistics.  But from our point of view in Westminster, I have said it, 

but the schism between groups and the increased focus on the drugs market means that people can split up 

very, very quickly with their former alliances, something changes and so you get battles between two groups 

over territory. 

 

There is something also about the technology.  We were talking about the use of social networking and I just 

want to point out, I suppose, that a lot of these crimes are around what they call burner phones, so you have 

got a big kind of disproportion of very high-tech people using quite key videos to promote their own interests, 

then below that you have got the burner phones, which hold all the numbers for the key clients, the drugs, 

which get passed between each other and obviously there is quite a lot of violence involved sometimes to get 

hold of those. 
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Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I cannot give you statistics on “is there more 

knife-carrying going on”, but without doubt, some of the imagery around - are they called Zombie knives? - 

these enormous knives, you get into a sort of vicious circle of a dialogue about what is the latest weapon.  

Years ago, lots of schools were putting in knife arches and doing weapon searches and so on.  Now, because of 

all the prevention work and other things, that has changed, but what is happening now appears to be people 

being able to order these really nasty knives over the internet, there is no prevention of them coming into the 

country and children can get hold of them remarkably easily.  That is a very frightening feature. 

 

We may come back to this later on: I was with a young man on Tuesday who had been arrested by the police 

for carrying a weapon.  He is 14 and he is in all sorts of trouble at school.  His life is probably going to get 

better now because of the interventions that were going on.  “Why did you carry the knife?”  “Because I was 

scared.”  “What were you scared of?”  “I do not know, but I just thought I ought to carry the knife.”  It is that 

sort of thing that then leads to the incidents that you deal with and others have talked about earlier on.  Is 

there a culture where more people think they need to carry knives for safety?  Absolutely there is.  Are they 

getting access to really much more serious weaponry?  Yes, they are.  Yes, that is my perception. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  I think that we have seen some of the images, and Duncan 

and I have seen some of the knives that the police have taken off young people and I do not think that those 

are the sorts of knives that all of the young people are carrying.  I think those create the fear that we all fear 

when we have seen some of the pictures of them.  I think from the A&E point of view, we are concerned about 

the young people as well who are being stabbed by the cheap IKEA kitchen knife or the comb or the 

screwdriver, and I think in that sense the Zombie knives bring a fear factor problem for the community, for the 

young people if those are seen, probably on social media and so on as much as in real life, because they are 

not particularly easy to conceal, are they?  But we need to look at how we continue to encourage young 

people not to go and pick up the paring knife.  We have young people who come through often - the other 

night at King’s [Hospital] - and get stitched up because they were, at 2.00am in the morning, cutting up an 

apple, apparently.  But it is about ensuring that those young people do not feel the need to do that really easy 

access knife as well as buying something else from Amazon or wherever. 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  I do 

think you can get a snowball effect as well, so if you do have an increase in violence or an increase in stabbing, 

that then creates that environment of insecurity for the younger person and therefore they are more likely to 

take a knife out and therefore they are more likely to use it and so it goes on.  I think of concern - and I cannot 

answer the question directly in terms of are there more knives in circulation - what I can say is last year we saw 

quite a significant increase in knife injury victims under 25.  That has flattened out over the last year and we 

are now at less levels over the last 12 months than we were previously, but we also recover a huge amount of 

weapons from sweeps that we do in public areas around estates, so these are not all being kept in the home, 

obviously they are being left in local areas where people can pick them up and where they can use them. 

 

Clearly, we have seen the secondary legislation now around the two strikes and you can get six months.  

Obviously the application of that is a different issue, but some of that can potentially have an impact on 

whether people are physically likely to carry them themselves, but the underlying question, I think it is that 

moment when you leave the house.  On the whole, the vast, vast majority of stabbings are by kitchen knives, 

ones that are readily there in the home, not the trophy knives that we see quite often on social media and 

elsewhere.  But it is that decision, what makes you pick up a knife and what makes you pick up a knife from 

somewhere in a recreation ground, so I think that is the sort of question and it is the environment that causes 

people to pick them up. 
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Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  OK, thank you.  Again, a very good session, particularly on the issue, the 

landscape, the drivers of the problem.  We would like to move now to the next set of questions, which are 

around disruption, enforcement and diversion, how we can actually address the problems.   

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  This carries on from where Assembly Member Dismore left off, carrying 

of knives and so on.  I want to ask Commander Ball and Chief Superintendent Stringer very specifically about 

stop and search.  Now, I do not want to go into all the arguments for and against; those arguments have been 

well-rehearsed.  From my experience in east London, operations done properly and so on have a better impact.  

What is your thinking?  Where are we now? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  In terms 

of stop and search? 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  Yes. 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  

Obviously without going into the information behind it, as you said, we have seen a significant drop-off.  I 

think the most important thing for me in terms of leading a lot of the knife activity around the MPS is making 

sure that we provide the right tools to officers to do stop and search, because clearly we are well aware of the 

impact that it has on communities, we are well aware of the confidence issue and if we are using it unfairly, 

that then makes people less likely to come forward to report crimes and to deal with this stuff and act as 

witnesses and so on and so forth that we discussed earlier. 

 

I think the key point is making sure that we are agile, that we are picking up on intelligence to say where knife 

crime is happening.  We are working with our partners, because we have to realise that not all the data that we 

will have around that comes from police sources so, obviously, it is looking at some of the information-sharing 

agreements as well as working with the health trusts as well to identify where the hotspots are for knife crime.  

I think if you have dynamic data that is accurate you can build your intelligence picture on the back of it.  I 

think stop and search is absolutely critical to the MPS’s enforcement around knife crime and we do know you 

recover a significant amount of weapons through that. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  You answered my point.  So you are not going to let political 

correctness hold you back? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  No. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  Just a couple more questions then.  Chief Superintendent Stringer, very 

specifically at a borough level, how does your approach to dealing with this issue differ depending whether it is 

gang-related or not?  Is there any specific sort of impact? 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  If I first give you an idea 

as to my current borough, my current borough would not consider itself to have a gang problem. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  Just talking generally, from experience. 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  Generally, I think we can 

get a bit hung up on whether it is a gang issue or not.  The fact is if there is young people out there looking to 

harm each other, then many of the tools we will use will be the same: we will have after-school patrols to make 
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sure people are safe after school; we will do stop and search; if need be, we will use search operations.  Every 

borough gets involved in Operation Sceptre, which is around looking at where knife crime happens most during 

the year and we have targeted enforcement activity.  Every borough will do things like test purchase 

operations, so I would caution against us thinking actually if it is gang related or not then there is a particular 

different way of dealing with it.  It might need more resources and a slightly broader partnership, but let me 

assure you, violence involving young people is treated seriously across London, and actually boroughs do not 

deal with it particularly differently depending on whether it is gang-related or not. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  Can I just come back to the point, your borough, do you still do test 

purchases or test purchases operations jointly with the council?  Because my understanding is because of cuts, 

most boroughs in London have stopped their teams -- 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  My understanding is 

that every borough does test purchase operations in London.  Certainly the whole of the MPS did test 

purchase operations during the last Operation Sceptre.  I cannot answer for who exactly they all went along 

with.  What I can say is that every borough did test purchase operations. 

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  If I could ask you, Matt and Graham, what in your opinion is the most 

effective tool to tackle serious youth violence, disruption, enforcement, diversion or a combination of all 

three?  But what would the emphasis be in light of your experiences with the rise over the last two years? 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I might start at top level and then see if we 

can go down.  One of the things that has been really useful in the last few years have been two groups of 

youth offending teams in north-east London and south-east London called the resettlement consortia - they 

were partly funded by MOPAC and partly supported by the Youth Justice Board - because what it recognised is 

that a child does not recognise a borough border, they will move around a lot.  These resettlement consortia 

have collectively invested in some really significant developments, things like trauma-informed practice and 

various other bits.  So I think that is one answer.  There is a three-level response here.  There is what we can do 

London-wise; there is what we can do sub-regionally and there is what happens at local level. 

 

The second thing, I will dive down into some of the detail.  It has got to be that mixture of enforcement, but I 

would say enforcement can stop the behaviour, but it is then what happens afterwards to give the child the 

other routes out of repeating the offending, so to say again, access into education, access into all the support 

is an obvious one.  One thing we have not particularly talked about is restorative practice has a role here, only 

a bit of a role - restorative justice, as it is known  - and that can be the way in which a young person suddenly 

decides they do not want to go down that route any more.  That is what happened to that young boy I was 

talking about the other night, because he suddenly saw the impact of his behaviour on his mother.  That is 

what is called a referral order process through youth offending teams.  I am fairly confident that he is going to 

change his life for the better.  So there are tactics like that that youth offending teams, local authorities, the 

police, the schools use.  It is, as has been said several times, what is the right one for the right child.  That boy 

was very responsive, because in the right context, with his mother and father and supported professionally, he 

could see that he needed to make some changes. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Yes, I could not 

disagree with any of that.  From our point of view within Westminster, it is about getting a very good 

understanding of the local dynamics, so these relationships can ebb and flow and break very, very quickly and 

understanding those is really crucial on a day-to-day basis.  For example, within our team we share information 

on a daily basis about young people who have come to the police’s attention, information that has come 
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through the community, so that we can quickly know where young people are active.  For example, right now, 

just before I came in the room, we were arranging to do some outreach outside a school where there have been 

reported assaults over the last couple of days.  We are going to be doing five days of outreach exactly around 

there.  So it is quick moments like that where you can identify local problems quickly and respond quickly to 

them, so being flexible and having that sort of relationship. 

 

David Kennedy [Criminologist] from the States [United Stated of America] said it is about organisational 

change if you want to affect communities, so that the police, youth services, social work, criminal behaviour 

order people all need to be working together on this.  For example, we have got a number of criminal 

behaviour orders on young people, but the reason that they are going to be effective is because we know the 

associations they have, we know the places that they frequent and we have got strong relationships in the 

community, so if we hear of those breaches we can enforce on that.  But I would agree that enforcement is 

only a sort of short gap to that.  What we really need is to understand for those young people what is going to 

make a big difference for them.  We have got a young person who is probably our most likely young person to 

be killed or kill somebody about two years ago and now he is working and he is doing really well.  That takes 

quite a lot of sustained support and dedication from gangs workers, from employment coaches and all of those 

being aware of what those difficulties are, so getting them in the right placement, in the right job, which is not 

going to be putting him in further conflict and problems.  So all of those things are quite critical.  I do not 

know if that helps.  

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  Just following on from that in terms of looking at some of the enforcement, I am a 

life-long Brixton resident, growing up slap-bang on one of the key estates.  I think growing up that every other 

year I can remember, one police operation or another, announcements coming out about what the MPS are 

doing to try to deter gangs, whether it is trying to address violent youth crime.  To you, Commander and Chief 

Superintendent, in terms of some of the operations being announced by the police where, as you know, 

Operation Shield was not met with a lot of support in both Lambeth and Haringey.  I think sometimes there is a 

lack of communication between what the police are doing with the communities and sometimes misinformation 

about the goals and outcomes we are seeking to achieve and the fact that with some of these operations, the 

money attached to it is actually quite small in terms of dealing with the challenges, notwithstanding the MPS’s 

issues around budget.  But would you say that looking at the lack of trust between the community and the 

police is a big problem in some of these operations that we see being announced from time to time? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  I think it 

is fundamental.  The question is does a community or do parts of a community have confidence and trust in 

police to be able to do what we do?  That is absolutely integral to making something a success, because as 

part of that - we have said it a couple of times - we are not going to enforce our way out of anything.  Yes, we 

can have a significant impact and we have had a big impact over the last year in terms of our enforcement 

activity across the MPS.  That will not be sustainable and that will not solve the underlying problems, so we 

need to make sure, as an organisation, and with our partners as well, that we do have the full confidence of 

communities, because when we walk away from our operations, it is the community that is there. 

 

Whatever community you are from, it is the community that is going provide guidance for the young people, it 

is the parents, it is the aunties and uncles.  So there is always going to be that sort of guiding hand for young 

people that are more likely to be involved in violence, but I think also with that as well, it is making sure that 

through that increase in trust and confidence that that is where you get your people that are willing to come 

forward and say, “I have got information that such a such person has got a gun or they are dealing drugs” and 

then we are able to work to obviously tackle that.  So I could not agree more, that whole issue of trust and 

confidence is absolutely key to this particular issue. 

Page 21



 

 
 

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  Apologies, this may be sensitive information, but before any new operation is 

announced, how involved are those communities in terms of designing that with the police? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  Clearly I 

cannot talk about individual operations, but if I gave you a particular example, so within the last six weeks, we 

have launched Operation Viper, which is to tackle gun crime.  At the moment we are targeting our highest five 

boroughs for the increase in lethal barrel discharges, so naturally that involves some overt police activity there, 

which is a step up in terms of what would happen with day-to-day business.  So Trident would not go into that 

borough without a community impact assessment with the Operation Viper teams, so we work together with 

the borough commander, with the local authority and those key local people that the local borough 

commanders identify in the local authority, because they are the best people in the best position to do that.  

Then we look at that community impact assessment. 

 

In this format, I cannot explain what it is, but there is something that we had planned to do this week that on 

the back of some community engagement we had decided to put out to another time and do it in a slightly 

different way.  So I think that is an example where we are very alive to that matter, we are very conscious of 

the impact, particularly in certain communities as well, that that brings and where we can do that.  Clearly if 

there is a threat to life issue, then we have other obligations to fulfil, but where we can manage that with the 

community, we do always seek to do so. 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  Certainly having been a 

Borough Commander for five years now on three different boroughs, in terms of how I think we have 

developed, I cannot conceive now of an operation being carried out on a borough without a community impact 

assessment and without me knowing about it and me being fully involved.  I think that has got much, much 

better.  In terms of overall community engagement though, I think one of the things we do struggle with on 

every borough, I think, is getting the right representation in the right places. 

 

I have not been to the Lambeth Independent Advisory Group for years now, but I do not know how much 

representation there is of young people and of young voices on that Independent Advisory Group.  Part of the 

work I was doing in my previous role was trying to get many more young people - because this is the topic that 

we are talking about - on to Safer Neighbourhood Boards, on to fora where those key decisions are being 

made about where to do things and when to do things, actually young people are properly consulted.  I think, 

yes, the police can do that on our own and we do through schools officers and youth engagement officers, but 

it is much better when it is done in that much broader partnership forum. 

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  I think the only additional thing I would add is about sometimes the need to always 

make sure you have got people on these different boards.  I would say sometimes you do need to look at 

different ways, so massive engagement with the schools and youth clubs, and not always necessarily wanting 

young people to attend your meetings, but making sure you attend their meetings.  So we have a very active 

youth council in Lambeth, which I am sure other boroughs do, and we have a youth mayor scheme.  Our young 

people presented at full council yesterday and the key issue that came up for those young people was mental 

health and racial discrimination, so issues which do have an impact on serious violent youth crime.  So it is 

about looking at different ways to do things, which I am sure you are doing anyway, but always pushing those 

boundaries and not always going to the known community leaders, who do not speak for the majority of those 

young people.  So in essence, I would say in terms of looking at future operations going forward, making sure 

you do get wholehearted support from the community to make sure they are successful. 
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Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  I will come in on that.  The work that we have done with Safer 

Neighbourhood Boards over the last four years has been difficult, because it has been identifying true leaders, 

people who are not just self-appointed representatives, because to get what we all want - and I do not think 

you are ever going to get wholehearted support - but if you get the nearest you possibly can, you have got to 

be able to work with the right people in a landscape that is shifting all the time, and I think that is always a 

challenge.  I know Lambeth are doing some really good pieces of work on that.   

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chair):  Just carrying on, my colleagues referred to the Shield project.  The idea 

behind this was imported from America, and particularly in view of what is going on there right now, but do 

you think it is useful to draw comparisons between our problems here and those in the States, the different 

sort of social issues and so forth, or not different social issues, but different political environment?  Should we 

be taking lessons from a country where the relations between the police and the communities are under even 

more strain than here? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  Last time 

I was here, I think we had quite a lively discussion on it as well.  Matt might want to say something after I have 

spoken, because Matt was at Westminster and obviously involved and I think his experiences were perhaps 

different to how they were at Lambeth and at Haringey.  I think the first thing to say about Shield is the 

underlying principle has got to be 100% right, which is to stop people committing violence and to get them 

out of a violent lifestyle.  In terms of that, I do not think that can really be argued with.  I think the challenge is 

then how you bring over a process within America, where it has potentially different issues than we have here 

in London and how then you move that across.  But I think the key thing is taking the principles rather than 

the detail of how something has operated. 

 

As you are aware, Shield ran for a year and I think there are two key bits of learning for everybody that was 

involved.  Coming back to the point that was just made, I think the first thing is the need to get  the 

community involved right at the outset, so rather than it being a project or an initiative that is imposed on 

other people by the authorities, by the police, by the local authorities in particular.  Every community is 

London is different, so the challenges in Westminster are different to challenges in Haringey and different to 

the challenges in Lambeth.  So it is how you then develop something that is relevant to those communities and 

you can only do that by having those early conversations. 

 

I think the second key bit of learning for me around it that everybody has probably universally picked up on is 

how the messages are communicated around Shield, because some of the terms around it were quite technical, 

they could have been misinterpreted and that is probably down to the communications around it.  Perhaps I 

think in the future if MOPAC were to do something similar, we probably need to look at that to see how that 

would work next time.  But I think on the positive side, there have been good experiences.  In Westminster, 

which Matt can cover, I think there is good learning from it, so I think what we need to do is look at the 

evaluation that then comes out from MOPAC, pick out the areas that could be improved, pick out the good 

points as well and then to look at how different London boroughs in future, if they want to, as a local 

partnership, then take this issue forward.  I know Brent have done some work around this.  So on the whole, I 

think there is some really positive learning from it that can be taken forward.  I know Matt has probably got 

quite a different view than the Haringey and Lambeth experiences. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Yes, so in Westminster 

we were put forward for the Shield pilot.  I suppose the big difference for us was that in 2009, when we had 

25% cuts in services, we had already gone to our local communities, young people, service providers, our staff 

and schools and asked them what they wanted to keep and what they wanted to focus on if we were going to 
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lose quite a lot of services.  We had been told that they wanted to keep a focus on youth violence and gang 

crime at that point.  So we kind of had a mandate to go forward and put this Integrated Gangs Unit in place, so 

a kind of collocated unit with six different agencies, support, police, enforcement, Child and Adolescent Mental 

Health Services (CAMHS), mental health all in one space.  When Shield came along, it was an opportunity for 

us to look at something slightly differently.  There were some real challenges along the way.  I will not go into 

all of them, but one of the key ones was exactly what you pointed out, that the model was specific to America 

and there are now very particular ways of dealing with crime, and I take the point that is not always 

successfully, when I look at some of the stats there and think, “Why are we using a model from America?” 

 

But one of the things that was really helpful was to, yes, get us all focused on the right message, so our 

disparate bits of the community with different solutions.  I suppose one of the things that Shield did was to 

say, “We may have different solutions and we may have different ideas, but we have got the ask, which is let’s 

stop the violence”.  That was incredibly powerful.  To get members of the community - we had Lorraine Jones 

from Lambeth, we had Elroy [Palmer] from the St Giles Trust and we have got our St Giles work within the 

team, local youth workers, mums and dads, and indeed, Jess Riddell, a superintendent in the MPS - and to get 

all of them giving that very, very same message, very personal, very heartfelt messages about their experiences 

of young people dying, of the impact on families and how professionals deal with that was incredibly powerful 

and you could feel it in the room.  Young people left the room because it was very, very emotional and 

obviously they were supported outside of that. 

 

So it also, I think, helped us see that whilst you can try to help young people extricate themselves from a 

group, which is an incredibly difficult thing to do if you are born and brought up there and you have got loads 

of friends there, you can also look at that whole group and ask them to be policing themselves.  One of the 

key principles - I think I mentioned it earlier - was even if you have got a group of young people who are 

involved in low-level crime or high-level crime, a very small minority of those are willing to go out and do the 

stabbing deed.  Most young people, a lot of those young people, even closely associated, would not want to 

be part of that.  It is an ask for them to check themselves as they are going about their business.  For us, it was 

really helpful and really productive but there were hurdles over the way.  As I say, it started off early.  We have 

been doing quite a lot of community liaison from a very early stage anyway so it is part and parcel of what we 

were doing within Westminster.   

 

Sian Berry AM:  Assembly Member Eshalomi also highlighted that we have a number of different operations 

going on at once, we have trials here and pilots here.  My question is related to what Len [Duvall AM] was say 

earlier on. Can someone outline what different operations there are going on about youth violence in London 

at the moment, just as a summary, and also outline how the effectiveness is being evaluated? 

 

Getting feedback from communities that are doing Shield is a really important thing in terms of the Shield 

evaluation but also getting feedback from communities who were not involved, as a control.  Is that ever 

done?  I know that when you responded to my colleague, Jenny Jones [former Assembly Member], in February 

2016, the response on the evaluation of Shield was in terms of, “So far we have made this many arrests”.  Is 

evaluation done in terms of estimates of the number of people diverted, for example, when you are talking 

about diversion? 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  If I can just leap in, that is a really good question.  On some of that you 

may wish to write to us because I sense a lot of detail underneath there because of the depth of the question.   

 

Sian Berry AM:  My point is that if it is not possible to outline it in a couple of paragraphs of speech, then 

there maybe are too many things going on and it is not possible to evaluate how effective each one is.   
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Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Give us some headline comments and thoughts around that, and then 

comment whether you want to write to us in detail.   

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  Probably 

if I just jump in, if that is OK, on the Shield part, the whole initiative and project was led by MOPAC, you will 

be aware, and the evaluation is being conducted by the Evidence and Insight Team in MOPAC.  They are 

probably better to answer that question directly and clearly, as part of that evaluation that they will link into 

the local partnerships with the three boroughs.   

 

Sian Berry AM:  As I understand it, there are many other things occurring.  One is called Operation 

Makepeace, where firearms officers are able to go into schools.  The organisation of that seems to be fairly 

ad hoc.  Schools invite them in and they come in.  Is that being evaluated as an effective thing? Could it be 

rolled out?  

 

Is an assessment being done of positive versus negative messages? There is a photograph in our briefing of a 

poster that has been designed by police cadets.  It is of a bloody knife.  Is that an appropriate thing to put on a 

poster that people see? I know your interventions are hard-hitting, Matt, but they are in a controlled 

environment.  Like you said, people get support when they are triggered.  People with stress and  

post-traumatic stress, do they want to see pictures that are that graphic?  How is it being evaluated and tested 

within the police? That is my question. 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  Broadly, there are many 

things that are consistent across London.  There is a consistent schools programme.  The Safer Schools 

Partnership was evaluated a long time ago.  It was very successful on all kinds of measures.  However, as I am 

sure you will appreciate, we cannot tell schools which elements of that programme they will take.  It has to be 

a partnership between the school, students and the police as to what they feel they need and what we will 

deliver.  Pretty much anything that a school asks for, we will deliver.   

 

The programme as a whole has been evaluated.  Specifically around gangs and associated youth violence, there 

is a specific Trident programme that is run across schools.  That has been evaluated.  The students who have 

received that said their perception of the dangers, their perception of the risks and their perception of the 

police wanting to do something for them has improved.  That is really good.  As I say, it has to be a completely 

willing partnership between the school and the police in terms of what we deliver.  As I say, the programmes 

are consistent but there has to be that partnership as to what the schools invite us in to do. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  I am conscious some of these questions are also in the next session’s 

Prevent piece, particularly that poster.  It may be useful for you to write to us around some detail about the 

historic operations, because we do not want to necessarily have full details about what you are undertaking 

currently, and also about the evaluation, which is a fair point, around effectiveness.   

 

Unmesh Desai AM (Deputy Chairman):  This is for the police officers.  Where issues arise and you have a 

misunderstanding between the police and young people - I have an example before me that I am not going to 

read out, a secondary school student being detained and so on before the misunderstanding, of course, 

eventually cleared up - what procedures are in place? It is not an isolated example.  There are many such 

examples, people not being aware of their rights and so on.   
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Where you have it wrong or you have the wrong person, what is the follow-up procedure? Does the education 

liaison in schools make young people aware of their rights, being able to take down the police officer’s 

number, for instance, and so on? What sort of thinking, going into the future, are you going to devote to this 

particular area? 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  As I say, we have a 

comprehensive school programme.  We have about 300 officers whose job is solely to engage with young 

people.  We cover over 500 schools in London.  That is the majority of mainstream secondary schools.  Every 

school in London two years ago was asked if they wanted to have a police officer working with them.   

 

In terms of what we talk to young people about, stop and search would probably be the main area that I would 

guess there would be misunderstandings or complaints about.  That is definitely one of the core areas that we 

talk to young people about.  The vast majority of young people in London should have had a presentation - 

provided obviously that their school is happy for that to happen - in school around stop and search.  Part of 

that is explaining to them exactly what their rights are.  Many young people also get the opportunity to take 

part in a stop and search scenario whereby the police officer plays the young person and the young person 

plays the police officer.  That has been ongoing for quite some time now.   

 

Len Duvall AM:  If I can come back, a question to Commander Ball.  You said earlier - and I am a great 

believer in that - that things work differently in different parts of London depending on the issues.  There is a 

degree of consistency.  If I go into Sutton, I would expect to have the same treatment if I was in Greenwich or 

Lewisham, to a degree, or an understanding of the processes.  The Commissioner [Sir Bernard Hogan-Howe 

QPM, Commissioner of Police of the Metropolis] has said that you think some enforcement and diversion could 

be done in a much more consistent way across the city.  What in particular needs to be done, from your point 

of view, around the policing of London and particularly this area of violent crime among young people? Where 

do you want to achieve greater consistency? What is the conversation going on in the MPS about that? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  We 

talked about the prevention and the work in schools but going forward it is on the enforcement side, 

particularly around gangs, knives and guns.  That is something that I have been driving forward for the last 

year.  If you look back to June last year, effectively we had a 22% increase of knife injury victims under 25.  I 

was not entirely convinced that the join-up was as good as it could be between the local gangs units that are 

based in local boroughs, and Trident.  We have done a number of things.  Part of that is taking very much a 

pan-London view.   

 

We run what we call the Gangs Operating Model.  It is a police document so it is not for public dissemination 

but that effectively provides the local gangs unit with a number of areas that it needs to focus on so we have 

consistency, for example in the approach to partnership meetings.  Clearly everyone will be different according 

to whichever local authority it is.  It will have an approach in terms of how we manage our most dangerous 

nominals around the matrix.  It will have a number of ways and suggestions as to how we then manage our 

operations, based on previous learning.  That is a key thing for having that consistency.   

 

The second part is every three weeks I chair a gang and crime fighter’s meeting with all of the gangs boroughs 

across the MPS, Trident and all the specialist resources.  At that, we look at what all the issues are that are 

happening across the MPS and we look at good practice.  There is plenty of good practice going on in certain 

boroughs that might not be picked up elsewhere.  We are able to use that and we are able to then disseminate 

that as well.   
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The third part in terms of that consistency is we have 24/7 scanning in terms of gang violence across the MPS.  

If, for example, there were a stabbing in Lambeth we would look at what the likely impact of that is, not only in 

terms of dealing with the investigation and the immediate safeguarding of that juvenile but also to see how we 

can bring other resources in the MPS in to make sure that we have an effective suppression approach.  By 

scanning that across the MPS, live time, we are then able to make sure that we have dedicated resources.  That 

has been the whole principle behind [Operation] Teal.  In terms of the proof in the pudding, that 22% increase 

is now a 2% decrease.  It has had quite a big impact over the last 12 months.   

 

Len Duvall AM:  On Operations Teal and Sceptre, you have been successful in taking hundreds of weapons 

off London’s streets and making over 9,000 arrests.  What has been the impact of the seizure of the weapons 

and the scale on serious youth violence? Can you relate that - I know it is not the only one but it is the 

traditional one - to sanction detections? Are they going up or are they going down around serious youth 

violence? What is the impact in terms of these operations?  

 

Can I just say - it is a strange thing - in our briefing, we have that you are planning a future operation? That is 

for February of next year on one of those issues.  I am not saying it is a seasonal crime but as Game of Thrones 

says, “Winter is coming”, the fear for the police is that summer is coming, is it not? Shouldn’t those operations 

be timed around those periods rather than in February when, depending on rain and winter, there will be lots 

of people not on the streets but doing their plotting elsewhere? Is that not the case? There is a lot there, I 

know. 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  There 

are probably three questions there that you have raised.  I will deal with them in reverse order.   

 

On the question about the operation in February 2017, I have not obviously seen that particular brief.  What I 

can say is that there will be an operation in February, I have no doubt, but what we done is we have looked at 

where our seasonal peaks are in terms of knife crime.  If you look, the summer is an area of concern for us.  

Notting Hill [Carnival] potentially is an issue.  Half-terms are an issue as well.  What we do is we plot those 

areas where there are potentially increases in knife crime - that will be through to the February half-term as 

well - and then we would run an Operation Sceptre.   

 

What that looks like is that is not just gang-related, it is knife crime-related.  It would include all 32 boroughs 

across the MPS.  We put out fairly consistent tactics that we expect boroughs to operate for the whole seven 

days.  That will include things like weapon sweeps, targeting your most prolific knife crime offenders and 

making sure that nobody is committing offences on bail if they are a knife crime offender.  We do tend to 

dictate essentially the raft of tactics that will be used for that. 

 

To answer your question, yes, there will be one in February 2017, but there will be others throughout the year.  

We have run five of those and in each of those five weeks that we have run so far we have seen some quite 

significant drops, in some weeks up to 40% or 50% in terms of knife crime.  That is bringing all the MPS’s 

resources and dedicated focus for a week’s period.  That hopefully answers that question. 

 

On the second part around the sanction detection rates, I could write to you if that is OK, Chair, just around 

the sanction detection rates.  One of the points to make is that with our young people that are involved in 

gangs we do not have a huge amount of co-operation in terms of prosecution.  We have to do a lot of 

confidence-building because gangs bring that extra dynamic around retribution and people potentially having 

to go back into communities.  We do work with conflict management and local authorities to see whether 

young people can be removed from their community.  It is not just a police lead on that but we work as part of 
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that partnership.  It is a challenge in terms of people who are willing effectively to sign a statement and go to 

court.  Sometimes well over half are unwilling to assist any prosecution.   

 

My third point, which was your first point, is around the potential impact of all the work over the last year.  The 

indicators that we look at in terms of the MPS with knife crime around the cohort that we are targeting for 

gangs is the knife injury victims under 25.  I mentioned we were sitting on a 22% increase for the previous 

12 months.  We have now stopped that increase and it is now heading on a slight decline.  It is minus 2% at 

the moment.  In terms of the 22% being turned around over a 12-month period, I would argue that is a quite 

significant impact for all that enforcement activity that has happened across the MPS. 

 

Len Duvall AM:  Thank you. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  We will move on now to prevention.  We have gone through the 

landscape, causes, disruption and heard about some operations around enforcement, but clearly one of the 

aims of the criminal justice system should be around prevention first.   

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  We have touched on some of these points going back to some of the campaigns.  I 

just wanted to pick up the “Choose your life, not a knife” campaign, which was launched only this year in May.  

Have you seen any impact on the back of that, or is it too early? 

 

Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer (Borough Commander for Sutton, MPS):  It is far too early to say.  

One of the important things about that is that it is a campaign that was generated by young people for other 

young people.  That kind of campaign is much longer-term about changing the willingness of young people to 

get involved in gangs and get involved in carrying knives.  I would not expect that to have an immediate 

impact.  What I expect of that and ad campaigns like that is to have an impact locally over the much longer 

term in terms of people’s willingness to carry knives. 

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  Again, we touched earlier on the whole use of social media.  What resources do the 

MPS have in terms of monitoring some of those? You do see some gangs openly advertising what they are 

doing.  About a year and a half ago, there were so many videos posted up on YouTube.  There was an 

incident - I am trying to remember, it may have been in London - where a young boy was stabbed and the 

other young people there were recording it.  What resources do the MPS have to tackle some issues on social 

media? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  

Obviously, we recognise social media is a huge issue.  One of the challenges is the dynamic nature of it as well.  

There are certain platforms that are used, certain platforms that are not used.  John [Poyton] mentioned 

Periscope as well.  We are seeing increases in that recently.  We do undertake some scanning around that, 

particularly with gang violence.  What we try to do to the best of our ability is to look where violence is 

happening and whether, if we are scanning what has been reported to police and we are able to look at some 

social media as well, we can overlay the two.   

 

The most important thing is that it can be used as a proactive way to try to suppress further violence.  If from a 

social media picture it is clear that there is going to be some revenge or another attack that gives us an 

opportunity to suppress it.  The other aspect is we can also use that evidentially as part of the reaction 

investigation.   
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The real challenge is that I cannot sit here and say to you, “We know what is happening completely on social 

media”.  It is just too big.  It is a process that we are working through.  It is one that we are putting more 

resources into.  Really, the challenge in terms of dealing with that social media aspect is being able to pick up 

on what those incidents are in the first place.  Again, with communities, if we have that confidence, coming 

back to the point we raised earlier, there are lots of people on social media.  Are people seeing those things? 

Do they have the confidence to report back to local police? If they do, then we can obviously act on that.   

 

We do know that gang videos can precipitate gang violence and we do a lot of work around that.  We have had 

a case where we have had an individual who has waved a gun in a gang video and has been prosecuted.  We 

actively look at that.  We are well aware of the implications for further violence and obviously we do take 

action where we can, but I do not underestimate the challenge of finding it on social media in the first place. 

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  The other side of that - you touched on it briefly - is around using social media as a 

tool in terms of anti-violence campaigns.  To what extent do you see the MPS developing that a bit more? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  We are 

doing some work at the moment trying to find the best messages and the best format clearly to do that.  We 

know not everybody is going to log on to the MPS Twitter website and look at prevention messages.  It is 

getting into the right areas where young people are going to go, it is getting the right pop-ups, it is getting 

the right means by which people are then going to listen to the message and from people that they are going 

to listen to.  Some people might listen to me and other people will not have an interest in terms of what comes 

out of my mouth but there are other people who are influential in communities, for example people in the 

music industry.  It is how we tap into that.  I have met quite a few people recently on that and we do have 

some thoughts about how we could develop it.  If we can get the right people to give the right messages, that 

is a critical part.   

 

Florence Eshalomi AM:  That is helpful. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  If I can go back, I would like to hear from the non-police panel members, if that is OK, on my 

question earlier about the positive versus negative messages and how effective each might be in terms of 

intervention.   

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  We do not routinely use 

shock and awe.  We tend to use more positive messages with our young people.  Let us put it that way.  Yes, 

we will talk about consequences.  Very often these are not consequences that you need to lay out to the 

young people that we work with because they are consequences that they have seen a lot for themselves 

anyway.  They will have seen people stabbed, they will have had their doors come through and the police will 

have done warrants on their addresses.  They will know people who have gone into custody and they will know 

people who have been seriously injured or killed.  We do not find it necessary, particularly with our client 

group, to give lots of messages around that stuff.  When we go into schools and do more early intervention 

and prevention campaigns, again it is more about some of the risks and causes.  That image is quite worrying.   

 

Having said all of that, I suppose young people are routinely watching violence on television and seeing 

violence in other images so I am not sure how massive an effect that is going to have, given the amount of 

violence that people are exposed to anyway.  Our messages will be how to extricate yourself from that but we 

do use similar things around, “Any part on the body can kill you”, those sorts of messages around the stab map 

of the body and those things.   
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John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  Certainly, for the young people that we are working with in 

crisis, in that teachable moment what seems to be very effective, involving and motivating for young people is 

not for the youth workers to focus on all of the problems and all of the gore.  There are plenty of people 

focusing on the problem, i.e. the doctors or nurses who are fixing the hole or the laceration that they have 

come in with.  It is great for them to focus on that.   

 

For the young people it is about looking to the future, not us spending a whole heap of time talking to them 

about why they are here, how they got here and all of the problems.  We work in partnership with social care, 

perhaps, and with the police to support that young person but for the young person, they are motivated to 

work towards the solutions and the positive, preferred future they want to have, not that they have perhaps 

been caught up in.  That is the really effective message.   

 

I agree with Matt certainly that if we are talking about early intervention and education messages; the gory 

images are not the best ones to use.  We do not want to traumatise young people.  We are aware that with the 

adverse childhood experiences that those young people might have had and the trauma that they might have 

experienced, that could certainly be counterintuitive or just go over their head because they are so involved.   

 

If we go into schools and the young people happen to see pictures with a normal clinical environment, not with 

any of the patients or the blood or anything like that, just thinking about their health and something so stark 

and strange - it is very alien to look at a resuscitation bay, for example - starts to come home with young 

people who maybe have not experienced that.  They start to think a little bit.  “That is very different.  I do not 

want to understand that”.  That is where the health messages come in and are really good at engaging young 

people, not just talking about the knife but needing to think about the whole holistic being, from mental 

health all the way through.  It is a really positive message. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Graham, earlier on you said the reason someone said they were carrying a knife was because 

they were frightened.  The negative messages may just reinforce that.   

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  Absolutely.  It is forward-looking.  You have to 

give children a view of a future that is better than the past that they have just come through.  That is 

absolutely key.   

 

The other thing to say is what agencies and schools know that they could do that would help in this. There is a 

lot of stuff that is out there.  Project Oracle, which the GLA supported, and various other programmes told us 

not to use something called Scared Straight because it actually has the opposite effect.  How do we get people 

who commission services, to use that word, to know what to do with young people in crisis? It is not that we 

need to do more of that, we just need to share it around so that people make better decisions. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Just on the points we were making earlier on violence more generally, focusing on the knife 

and the worst-case scenario, I am a child of the 1980s.  I grew up with “Just say no”, which is quite, “You will 

die if you take drugs”.  Possibly to try to change the culture we need to work with violence in a more holistic 

way. 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  Absolutely.  Just to go back to that little story 

of the young man again, what made the difference to him was the relationship to his mother.  It is the social 

bond bit.  That was what was going to change his life because suddenly he sees the impact of what he might 

go down and do.  It was not so much what might happen with the knife, it is the social networks that he would 

have impacted and the harm he caused to his mother as well.   
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John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  Certainly, I agree.  The growing trill of the “Just say no” issue 

is not very helpful for young people.  In the same way for the knives, if we make a big deal about it; there was 

an awful lot of media around 2008 around knife-carrying.  It probably got out to media, rather than just the 

news.  That meant it was much more prolific on the television and more young people probably saw those 

messages.  I have a concern that that meant more young people saw all this as a problem and were probably 

more scared and probably more likely to want to defend themselves.   

 

That is anecdotal and subjective but yes, it has to be how we talk to young people about how they choose the 

decisions they make and why they decide to go to the drawer to pick out a knife before they go out, rather 

than just, “Do not carry knives” or, “Do not do drugs”.   

 

Sian Berry AM:  Thank you.  I have some questions here about the care of victims, essentially.  Do we focus 

enough in London on victims when we are dealing with serious youth violence, do you think? 

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  Absolutely not.  There are all sorts of victim 

strategies and victim commissioners and so on but we are still not getting particularly to young people who 

have been victims of harm to help them understand what services are available to help them.  I know work is 

going on about that.  That is very welcome.   

 

The danger of a criminal justice system is that it inevitably tends to focus on the perpetrator because we are 

protecting the law, but the victim role in this is absolutely key.  Perhaps I will send it as an email, but there is a 

document about somebody who was a victim of knife crime going through a restorative justice  process and 

talking about the benefits to him of that.   

 

I just want to go back to the point about young people who are not picked up as victims and dealt with.  We 

have to find ways of enabling them to have better access to support, otherwise they are the ones experiencing 

the trauma with the consequential effect on their psychology and development and the risks that they put 

themselves in.  Victim work is key. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  I would just say all of 

the young people we work with are victims.  The majority of the young people we describe as ‘violent and 

vulnerable’.  They may start off as being vulnerable and then end up - it is not every victim of crime who does 

that - but every single one of our clients has been stabbed or otherwise hurt.  It is sometimes recognising that, 

not seeing them simply as the perpetrator but recognising other aspects as well and helping them work 

through that. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Is there a link between being a victim and going on to becoming an offender? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Yes.  Not an immediate 

consequence, not just cause and effect, but among the young people that we are working with, yes, we have 

young people who have been stabbed nine or 10 times on separate occasions of multiple stabbings. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  I want to ask some questions of John about your work with victims.  Do you often see repeat 

victimisation or offending within your centres? 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  We certainly do.  We are very aware that evidence seems to 

point to the fact that if a young person becomes a victim of a weapon-related injury, they are very likely to 
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continue to be revictimised.  Obviously, our ultimate aim is to prevent the next attendance.  Again, we are 

really pleased to work with Matt’s team, for example, when we have that opportunity to continue to work with 

a young person who has been stabbed on numerous occasions and thankfully is still there to be worked with.   

 

It is why we are really keen to work sooner, not just pick up the kids who are most seriously injured and have 

just become victims of major trauma from a medical point of view, because we know we want it to be sooner 

upstream and hopefully prevent the worsening of that cycle of injury.  All the young people who come to us, 

we are working with as victims.  We recognise that there is a link with young people who are victimised and, if 

we do not manage to support them and stop that victimisation, they may become perpetrators of violence.   

 

On the commissioning point, there has been some innovative commissioning over the last couple of years.  The 

MOPAC commissioning with the Ministry of Justice Victims Fund was a case in point of looking at starting to 

not just use victims’ funding just to treat work with pure victims but recognising the perpetrators, young 

people who are caught up in perhaps risky behaviour or offending behaviour are also victims and I think, for us, 

and like Matt said, totally agree, we are working with all of these young people from that point of view.  We 

may not use the word “victim” when we are sitting by their bedside and talking to them because, for a young 

man, that might be somewhat emasculating, but it is that solution-focused approach and recognising that 

young people will engage with that rather than just being seen as, “You are here, it is your fault that you are 

here”. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  Does your work involve the preventative side, involve engaging with some of the young 

people who are around the victims that you see, can you reach out in that way? 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  It certainly does in that these young people will often have 

their friends, obviously want to come and be at the hospital and I cannot say that we have the resource to be 

able to then do that as effectively as I would like to, because Redthread’s approach, I think the work in 

particular is about not duplicating any other services, it is about relationally referring and linking those young 

people up to the services that are already commissioned in those young people’s communities and on those 

young people’s doorsteps, Westminster young people, to link them in with the Integrated Gangs Unit is really 

key for example.  We would love to do more work with the peers.  I think, again, taking a solution-focused 

approach, one of the key things that needs to be improved on is probably working with the wider group.  

When we talk about the networks that work with the young person, we are often just talking about 

professional networks, and we look at all the services that know those young people, actually we need to look 

at young person who may be a victim and look and include the family, the non-professional network of 

support, and the peers are key to that.  We can create much more sustainable support for a young person and 

reduce the likelihood of them coming back through in crisis again if we work with the peers to support each 

other. 

 

Sian Berry AM:  All of that, what you just said, was largely things that local authorities do.  Is there enough 

follow-up work done, following on from an intervention? 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  I cannot talk generally 

for local authorities, however lots of the work that we do is around mediation, therefore, yes, with all the 

information that we have and all the data collection and everything else, what you really need are a credible 

trusted workforce who are able to engage with young people, who are able to build a relationship, who know 

the other young people out there, who know those groups of young people, so are then very helpful.  With 

Redthread we have very strong relationships and we can be aware of the groups of young people who are 

coming in.  We can be aware of the tensions between those different groups.  We held a mediation session 
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yesterday.  That is the kind of work that we do as a matter of course.  Also, because we know some of the key 

players, the more influential parties, we may be often able to get messages down from somebody who may be 

in a position to be basically ordering certain people to be victimised and stop it from that place as well. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  We have a question that I think it might be useful to write to us about 

because I am conscious we have one more question we want to explore, the new Mayor and MOPAC and what 

sort of action [they should take], so I think we need to spend some time on that.  The last question, which was 

around restorative justice, which is quite a broad subject, and I might ask colleagues to write to us with their 

thoughts around that.   

 

Len Duvall AM:  It is remarkable that we have got this far into the session and we have not talked about 

alcohol and its role in terms of violence issues.  Very quickly, do you think we have got the prevention side of 

that bit right, the violence piece on alcohol, and is there more we can do?  I am happy to take that in writing. 

 

Secondly, I think some of the work with offenders is resensitising them to the hurt and pain they cause, 

therefore what desensitises people?  If we are told, on some sex-related crimes - and particularly about young 

people - that pornography can be a factor, I am not saying it is the cause of it, however in terms of working 

someone up to cause offending behaviour, what role do violent games [play], violence pieces that almost say 

that you can hurt someone but really there is not an impact from the hurt caused?  Is that sort of the 

desensitising?  That is what makes people hurt other people.  The situation, we have heard about some of the 

issues around gangs and territories and understanding what you need to do to protect your trade, if that is as 

simple as that, but what about the cause of hurt around that?  What is the work that is being done about that 

that desensitises someone, that someone says, “I would rather use, in terms of anger, rather than defuse the 

situation and walk away, I am going to hurt somebody”, or, “I am going to take a weapon and hurt somebody 

to cause a maximum amount of harm”.  It might be that I want to, because I might not think of what the 

consequences are, I might not set out that I want to take you out, but I definitely want to hurt you in some 

way because that is what it is about.  What role do we think that plays in terms of some of the people that you 

work with and is there some preventative work?  Of course parents worry about these issues, however we live 

in a society, I am not a prude, however there is an issue about do we need to take this into account when 

trying to look at some of the issues of prevention around some of these issues of young men - because it is 

predominantly young men - who are becoming violent.  It is a small minority; it is not all our young men; 

however they are having an adverse impact on our communities. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  Empathy, the understanding for a young person about how to 

empathise, or the ability to empathise, is probably one of the key concerns, if we are talking about young 

people who are growing up with a number of adverse childhood experiences and are traumatised young 

people, the likelihood is that they often do not have the ability to empathise and they are often in a very 

heightened state of that fright or fight and live very much in that anxiety state and do not get that 

opportunity - as we do perhaps - of an evening to sit back and reflect.  If they do not have that ability to 

reflect or to empathise or to think about what the cause and effect is of their actions, then we obviously have a 

real issue there, because they do not have that ability to think about what they are doing to someone else and 

how that would make them feel. 

 

I think that the reason that I am so pleased to do the work we do and to work in partnership with all of the 

partners around the table is that teachable moment when a young person suddenly, after perhaps years of not 

empathising and not stopping being anxious and heightened, is stuck in a hospital bed and that is often - for 

the first time perhaps in a long time - a moment for them to reflect, to empathise with themselves to begin 

with, because pain is a catalyst to think about things differently.  Graham, I think you probably have -- 
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Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I think that is brilliant.  The other factor in 

here, which is a more immediate one, is the pressure of others on a child to carry a knife for whatever purpose 

and proving status and all of those sorts of things.  However it is empathy and it is helping children find a 

language and develop the language skills to express emotions in ways they have not before.  You do this in 

your work, some of the stuff that I am involved in does the same thing, suddenly you have a different way to 

express the emotion and taking the time for reflection is key. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  Yesterday we were just talking about this with the Deputy 

Mayor for Policing and Crime, with a number of other organisations, about knife crime.  It is about partnership 

with organisations that are doing the earlier work with schools and the fact that this is not just about tackling it 

here, as I think we have all probably referenced, it is about looking at early intervention much further down the 

line with much younger children and hopefully being able to do some of that trauma-informed work much 

earlier on. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  I think that is right.  

Also there are sometimes things that can just tip people over into that.  I know a number of our young people 

who have come out of nowhere, they were perfectly all right, and then they are 17 or 18 years old and a couple 

of cases I can think of recently, dads died, and that has just been the point where things have just got to that 

point where they cannot contain that anymore and, yes, they lose that empathy, they lose that ability to be 

able to negotiate their feelings, and maybe they burst out a little bit.  However, you are right, the basic sort of 

groundwork laid in early childhood is really important as well, but there are other key events that can trigger 

and can impact.  That is why it is really important that I suppose those kinds of interventions are based around 

therapeutic intervention so that workers are not constantly forced into very programmatic ways of dealing with 

young people, very kind of, “Take you through a programme, we’re going to do X, Y, Z”.  They have to be able 

to be able to listen to young people, they have to pay particular attention to the words that they are using and 

have an opportunity to discuss that with supervisors and clinical supervision and that gives you the best 

opportunity to be able to do something meaningful for somebody with those sorts of issues. 

 

Len Duvall AM:  Chairman, we might follow up with some more written questions about some of that earlier-

years, before we forget some of that. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Yes, I think you are right, I think there have probably been many 

thoughtful papers written just on this subject alone, probably by Graham, several papers no doubt.  Perhaps 

you would like colleagues to write to us on that and I think Len’s point was good around alcohol because we 

are in danger of going down a route to think that knife crime, drugs trade, etc, etc, where I noted earlier that 

less than half was knife crimes.  There is other violence going on with young people and what is the dynamic 

around that. 

 

This is an important part of the morning, or afternoon now, which is the expectations of the new Mayor and 

MOPAC.  This is very timely of course that we have a new Mayor who had a manifesto pledge recognising the 

seriousness of serious youth violence.  Yesterday, was very timely making a commitment to investment of 

£400,000, which I think is good.  As I said earlier, declaring the fact that he is going to have a summit in 

October 2016, which is always a good thing.  It is high on the political agenda. 

 

During the course of the year there will be a new Police and Crime Plan.  This Committee has an input, very 

much so, into it, as you do you.  What we want to do is to garner your thoughts around what your expectation 
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would be of the Mayor and of MOPAC going forward in this subject.  We will want to capture that and then 

translate that into the work that we are doing later. 

 

So, colleagues, what would you like to see from the new Mayor, other than more money for John probably, 

which is good.  What would you like to see the new Mayor and MOPAC introducing and carrying forward in the 

next four years? 

 

Commander Duncan Ball (Specialist Crime & Operations - Gangs & Organised Crime, MPS):  I think 

just from my perspective obviously I welcome anything that puts the whole debate in the public agenda as 

well, because I think for me there are probably two key bits going forward.  I think this is something that we 

are collectively getting better at, the first bit, but it is just recognising this link between vulnerability and 

violence as well, particularly when we come to the serious end with gangs as well.  We have the right approach 

that links the best within the local partnerships that links up the very first points we were talking about in 

terms of the missing people, child sexual exploitation, all the factors that may have links into violence, into the 

serious youth violence picture.  It is making sure that all of those agencies and organisations across London - 

not just your traditional ones - are seen as having part of the solution. 

 

I think the second bit for me is, from a police perspective, we very much rely on the goodwill of our partners, 

some relationships are absolutely fantastic and there is a clear shared way to go forward.  I think just picking 

up [the point], Graham mentioned earlier, for example, there might be some schools that are very much in the 

area of, “Yes, we want to co-operate and deal with this”, others perhaps less so.  There is a variation; there will 

always be a variation across London, however I do think where the Mayor and MOPAC can bring that 

additional influence - that we as individuals cannot - I think that has to be a positive thing in terms of how we 

tackle the violence coming up. 

 

Matt Watson (Service Manager, Integrated Gangs Unit, City of Westminster):  Echoed, as we have 

talked about partnership for the whole meeting, I think that really needs to be emphasised that there needs to 

be a direction for people.  There is not one agency that is going to resolve these issues, these problems, it 

needs a concerted effort.  We need to be able to share information safely, wisely, but we do need to be able to 

share it to understand the problems we are dealing with. 

 

The other bit for me is about sustainability I suppose.  We have talked about the credible trusted workers who 

understand the environment.  That is not something that you can write a quick job description for and 

somebody pops up; that is not the way it works.  We are really concerned about the impact of funding changes 

across London in local authorities and MOPAC because we are going to lose people that we will not be able to 

replace quickly; that would be our one. 

 

Also I suppose more of a recognition that, again, regardless of all the data we pull out, it is the engagement 

process, therefore less emphasis upon massive case management ideas and oversight and strategies, and more 

recognition that, unless you have people who are able to engage, who are able to sustain those relationships, 

you will not have anything to analyse or discuss in the other meetings. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  I anticipated a plea around funding for local authorities because we 

pointed out earlier, with the partnership work, you have been losing resource over a period of years.  We have 

a change in Prime Minister, perhaps a change in direction around austerity; you never know your luck.   

 

Graham Robb (Youth Justice and Education Consultant):  I will not repeat things that have already been 

said, but just to finesse a couple of those points.  In the schools engagement, we must not forget that some of 
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the most vulnerable youngsters are in pupil referral units or in alternative provision and they are often the ones 

that do not engage there as well and are most vulnerable; therefore I think that is a key point. 

 

The vulnerability issue we have mentioned already.  I think this issue of community capacity to manage 

conflicts and work with partners is key and we should explore that more perhaps another time, and into that 

goes the families’ ability to respond and manage conflict.  I would say restorative justice has a role in this, a 

specific role for victims, and has a reoffending function as well. 

 

I really welcome the focus in the last few years on violence against women and girls.  I wonder whether there is 

something else that we need to be doing about violence involving young men and boys, because a lot of it is 

known, but have we really focused on young men and boys sufficiently?  I do not know the answer; it is just a 

hypothesis. 

 

Then just do not forget public environments, because that is where most of these incidents happen, the public 

environments with risk can be managed in different ways, part of that is policing, part of it is community 

safety, part of it is community. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  As you said, it has been brilliantly timely to have been able to 

host the Mayor and the Deputy Mayor for Policing and Crime yesterday with my colleagues at Imperial [College 

London] and great to see the commitment there already.  I am certainly very supportive and, as we mentioned, 

Caroline’s [Pidgeon MBE AM] brilliant report into knife crime and one of her top 10 recommendations was to 

roll out our model to all 28 A&E departments across London which I think would go a long way to supporting 

young victims of violence. 

 

I am also really keen to see the inclusion of my health colleagues within this wider conversation and I think 

that, when we are talking about the earlier years and the earlier interventions, my GP colleagues, for example, 

are working with families from day one, when those children arrive on the scene, and with those families.  I 

think there is a wealth of knowledge for those who need support in our communities from our primary care 

colleagues. 

 

Certainly, our Well Centre model in Streatham works very well and Matt and colleagues in Westminster and 

across the northwest and I have been looking at what is there and what works brilliantly and what is missing 

between, for example, our work at St Mary’s [Hospital] and in the community and where could we get GPs and 

CAMHS and others involved.  That public health approach to violence is really key to bring in a number of 

other partners, but also potentially a number of other commissioners to the table, and I think that is a really 

good future for London’s young people. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  That is very helpful.   

 

Keith Prince AM:  Just a very quick question, and it is to John.  It is about your A&E intervention programme 

that you just referred to.  What do you think it would cost to roll that out across London? 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  A very good question, I will probably have to write to you with 

my sums. 

 

Keith Prince AM:  A ballpark [figure] today, I will not hold you to it. 
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John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  I think it is very much about looking at the data, the numbers 

of young people coming in and what do we want to be doing.  In one sense, it is not about the youth workers 

in the A&E department doing all of that work and becoming the long-term key workers.  I totally agree with 

Matt that these young people need a long-term piece of work.  It is about a relationship with these young 

people, it is about building rapport and supporting them in the long term, not with just very short 

interventions.  I think putting youth workers in the A&E departments to be that short-term teachable moment 

intervention is key.  It would be great to see one youth worker per hospital or to do hub and spoke from the 

major trauma centres to outreach to the local A&E departments.  I do not have a figure for all 28; however it 

would be reasonably easy to roll that out with how much it costs to employ a youth worker. 

 

The key to making sure that worked would be to ensure that there is then a really good relationship with the 

teams working in those A&Es to their local borough partners, as there is with Matt’s team and the team at 

St Mary’s [Hospital].  So that does not really answer your question about how much it would cost. 

 

Keith Prince AM:  You would have a good job as a Mayor then I think; he is very good at not answering 

questions as well!  Perhaps we could meet and discuss it. 

 

John Poyton (Chief Executive, Redthread):  Yes. 

 

Steve O’Connell AM (Chairman):  Thank you very much, a very useful morning.  There are actions to be 

continued.  This Committee will continue looking at this work.  I would like to thank you very much for 

attending today. 
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