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CO-ORD INATI NG COMMITTEE ON SOCIAL PROBLEMS 

JOY - RIDING CHILDREN IN WEST BELFA Sl 

1. I NTRODUCT I ON 

At the request of Mr Al i son the Co-ord i na t i ng Comm i ttee on Soc ia l Problems 

(CCOSP) exam in ed the non - secu ri ty aspects of the prob l em of joy-ri d i ng 

in We st Be l fast. ' This Pape r presents the res ul t . It t akes account of a 

background study by the Centra l Economic Serv ice (Appe ndix I), a survey by 

the De pa rtment of Education (Ap pend ix 11 ) and discus s ions he l d I-lit h comm unity 

and youth worke r s , schoo l principals , probat ion off icers , pr iests , the RUC 

volunta ry wo r ker s and mo thers from the area, mos t of whom had ex pe rience of the 

prob l em at loca l l eve l. 

2 . THE PROBLEMS OF WEST BEL FAS T 

Joy-riding cannot be exam i ned in i solat ion from the deep - seated , structura l 

soc ial, economic and env i ronmen tal prob lems of West Belfast in general and 

Divi s in part icu lar . The ASSN Report and other studies have high l ighted the 

mass ive sca l e of soc ial need and d i sadvantage in the a rea . Joy-riding is but 

one further i nd icat ion of that socia l need . The almost in tractab l e prob lem of 

unemp loyme nt in West Be l fast , i n part i cu l ar the hi gh rate of unemp l oyme nt 

among young peopl e and the slow rate of absorp tion of schoo l l eavers i nto 

employment , under l ies most of the other soc ia l prob l ems and ha s bee n c i ted 

as a f actor predi spos ing to j oy-r id i ng . 

3. INCID ENCE 

3.1 Joy-riding is not a new prob l em , nor i s it confined to ~orthern Ireland . 

Ove ra ll, t he prob l em of j oy- r i d ing and unauthoris ed taking of veh i c l es 

is on a l arg e r sca l e in Great Brita in where it has esca l ated stead i ly 

over t he past 10 years . In Nort hern Ir e land , I;]~ver , the re is a greater 

li ke l ihood of juven il e i nvo l vement i n ve hic le t he ft a nd the added di mens ion 
wi th fhe furth@r.dan qerdto the o~cuDantsdof b.elDg/shfiot or seve re'V9unde of the sto en car uelng Use to craSl1 or eva e a Vl~, T IS compou nds 

the problem for t he security forces manni ng a VCP, who must ta ke a rapid 

dec i s ion on whet her the eve nt i s a ter rorist i ncident - and the i r react ion 

is li kely to be inf l ue nced by the ir l evel of expecta ncy - or a more 

innoc uou s but yet potentia l ly dangerous escapade by chi l dre n. 

3.2 Army sources fee l that th e prob l em of joy-rid i ng has increased sharp l y 

over the past five years . It i s poss ibl e on th e one hand that as terrorist 

activity decl i nes , ca r- stea l ing may act as a su i tab l e s ubst i tute for some 

ado l escent boys whose 1 ife is large ly dul l ; on th e other tha t as the l eve l 

"© PRONI HSS/13/37/60'-------------------------- ,---_._---- .-



· . 

© PRONI HSS/13/37/60 

of mil i ta ry ac ti v ity on t he groun d has dec reas ed, youn g people have 

more oppo rt unit y t o e ngag e in c r imi na l be ha viour ge ne ra lly, of which 

joy- r idin g i s but an a s pec t. They es ti ma t e that cras hin g or evad ing 

VCP s i n \~es t Be l fa s t i s re lat ive l y fr equ ent, occurring pe rha ps 10-:-12 

ti mes pe r wee k. 

3 . 3 In c ide nce appea r s t o be hi ghe r in \,!inte r and t o fo ll ow a cyc li ca l pa tt e rn, 

with j oy - r i d in g ga ining popul a r i ty only t o be s upe r sede d by ano th e r, 

more f as h iona bl e juve ni l e off ence . An i nve rs e re l a t ionsh i p be twee n 

j oy-riding and brea kin g an d en t e r i ng has been; s ugg es t ed . Whi l e the 

probl em was part i cu l a rly ac ute in 1979 , the~e are some indica ti ons th at 

the prese nt tre nd is past the peak , 

4. GEOGRAPHIC AL LOCALI SATION 

Joy-r idi ng tends to be locali sed , fo un d ma inl y i n Po l ice Division B wh i ch 

cons i st s mos t l y of An de rsons town and , th e Lowe r Fa ll s . I t tend s to in t e ns i fy 

as one a pp roache s th e in ner c i t y , be i ng co nce ntrated i n Divi s and re lative l y 

slight in Turf Lodge . 

5. CHARACTERISTICS OF JOY-RIDERS 

5.1 Numbe rs a nd Aqe 

Joy -ri d in g appea rs to be 1 imited to a relat ively s ma ll proportion of th e 

popul at ion of you ng peop l e in Wes t Be lfas t. Th e DENI s urvey es t irna l eu 

that approx ima tely 70 pupi l s in second a ry s choo l s in the area we re 

in vo l ved. It seems to be most preva l ent among boys i n the 14-1 7 yea r 

age group, a lthou gh chi l d re n of as youn g as 7 and 8 are known to have been 

invo l ved, perhaps l earning by exam pl e . We note wi th conce rn th e wi denin g 

age groups and th e grow i ng tend ency to f in d j oy-r<+de rs amon g pup il s in 

prima ry schoo l s. It i s commo nl y don e in small groups, usually with one , 

olde r r ing- lea de r , and wi th g irl s ofte n involved as passenge rs . 

5.2 Educati ona l di sadva nta ge 

Joy-ri di ng ch ild re n tend to be typ ifi ed by such factors as a hi gh incide nce 

of ab sentee i sm , l ow attainment , low or ave rage inte ll igence and 

di ff iculti e s i n re lation s hi ps in school . The y t end to be foun d in 3rd 

and 4th year non-exami na t ion c l asses in seconda ry school s and to be 

aliena t ed fr,om and d i sen chanted wi th schoo l-org ani sed extr a- curricul a r 

activities or yout h clubs . Our atte ntion has bee n drawn to the f ac t that 

the problem of pe r s i ste nt non- att e ndan ce i s be in g exacerbated by the 
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tendency of some schools in West Be l fast to su s ~en d in detenn i nate ly 

or expe l pupils often witho ut any exp lanation, and to the inabi l i ty 

of the Education We l far e Se rvi ce to p i ck up ch il dren wi th sc hoo l 

attend ance prob l ems at an ear ly stage . 

5.3 Behav ioura l as pects 

Why do ch il dre n joy-ri de? There i s no eas il y d i sce rnible, s in g l e answe r. 

Boredom , " for ki cks " a nd the d i si nh i bitory effec t s of un de r-.3ge dr in k in g 

have bee n adva nced as reasons . Some childre n a re c l ea rl y attracted to 

joy-riding as a form of exh ibi t ioni sm , and med i a publ i city which 

hi gh l ights the ' prob l em ' adds to i ts appea l. The bravado of attempting 

t o drive throu gh or evade a VCP, or to provoke; a chase by the Secur ity 

Forces can ad d to the thri ll a nd in c rease th~ status of the j oy -ri de rs, 

who tend to ho ld t hemse l ves in low esteem and no t t o be popu l a r membe r s 

of their particular pee r groups . Th ere i s some evide nce , howeve r, that i n 

Divi s they a re acco rded a degree of adm irat ion and emu lated by younger 

chi ld ren . Th i s emp has i s on seek in g stimu l us and demand i ng attent ion seems 

importa nt . I t i s not perhaps in s i gn i f i ca nt that several j oy-r iders, when 

inte rvi ewed , c i ted "Starsky and Hutch " and "The Dukes of Hazzard" as the ir 

f avouri t e TV programmes , in both o~ which dramat i c car cha ses seem to 

be integ ra l and rec urrent eve nt s . 

6. LAC K OF FACI LITI ES 

In terms of yo uth faci l ities Wes t Be l fast is not under -prov i ded . Not a ll the 

existing prov i s ion i s necessarily appropr iate to th e needs of the diffe re nt 

age groups. Specific re ference has bee n made to th e l ack of faci l iti es cater ing 

for the 14-17 age group in whi ch most joy-ri ders are found, and to the almost 

total absence of pl ay facf li ti es for young chi l dre n in the Lowe r Fa ll s area , 

pa rticul ar l y afte r sc hoo l hour s . We have a l so been to l d that th e h igh entrance 

cha rges prevent many you ng peop l e from us ing the faci 11ties i n Leisure Centres . 

The re i s some ind i cation too that less sophisticated facilities wou l d serve the 

needs of these chil dren better, sfmp l e drop - in centres wi t h poo l tab l es , 

tabl e-ten ni s and coffee- bars , k i ck-about areas , 1 i ght ed where necessa ry and 

inexpens ive ne i ghbour hood soc i a l faci l ities. A f ur ther problem is that ma ny 

of th e church-bas ed youth clubs eject or disba r d i s ru pt i ve members so t hat the 

childre n most in need of he l p a re deni ed the use of the facilities . 

7. ACTION BEI NG TA KEN AT PRESENT 

7. I The re i s a lready a wide r ange of activ ity on the g roun d aimed at reachin g 

sma ll . groups of yo un g peop le and to which we attach impo r ta nce as means of 

grappl i ng with the j oy - r idi ng problem . These in c l ude the Youthways s cheme , 
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Ne i ghbourhood Wo rks hops , Drop-in Ce nt res Fo r th e 5- 10 yea r o l ds , t he 

Centre in St Pe t e r' s Schoo l, Rag l an St ree t, whi ch provi des a valuab l e 

p l ay resource for 5-10 yea r ol ds , and t he appo i ntme nt of De t ac hed Youth 

Wo r ke rs who a re mak in g a n impo rtant and s ign i f i ca nt cont ri bution in 

t ackl in g the pro bl em a t g rou nd le ve l. 

7 . 2 Var ious ini t i a t i ves a re be in g take n by s choo l s a nd by DENI to dea l with 

t he probl ems of a bsentee i sm and a l i e na ti on . These include -

empha s i s on improvin g r e l a t ion s hip s wi th pupil s , parti cularly i n 4th a nd 

5th year non-e xamin a ti on c l as ses , by appo i nt i ng on e t each e r as a ' cl ass 

t eacher ' for 25 - 30 pe riods pe r wee k. Contact with pupils can be mo re 

eas i ly ma i nta in ed and s upport es tabl i s hed, a~d evidence suggests tha t 

attendance improves s i gnif i cantly wh e re a c las s teacher i s e~ployed. 

- attempts to deve lop a cur ri cu l um wh ich i s re l e vant to the needs of pupi Is, 

for examp l e by i nc l udin g modul es in work expe ri e nce , community se rvice , 

residential courses and phys i ca l and pract i ca l activ iti es . 

- pl ac in g a "Youth Tutor" on the s taff of a schoo l and incorpo rat in g the 

phi losophy of the Youthwa ys scheme into the think ing of sc hoo l s . 

7 . 3 In dividua l worke rs have taken a number of i ni t i at ive s with joy-ride rs , 

r anging f rom th e i nvo l veme nt of the leaders of joy-r iding groups in IVS and 

o the r co mmuni Ly proj e cts , to th e es t ab l i shmcnt of ' ad hoc ' centres gea red 

spec i f i ca 11 y for yo un g peop l e who do not eas i 1 Y i dent i fy wi th youth c l ubs 

or Youth Se rvice provision, and meet in gs wi th parents of ch i l d ren i nvolved 

in joy-r iding to talk about ·the probl em and th e parents ' difficulties • . 

7 . 4 Of particu lar interest is a pi lot , l oca l motor .P.I.Qj e ct be i ng planned on a 

non-agency bas is by a group in West Be l fast and mode ll ed on the I l de rton 

Project in Lewisham Borough Counci 1, wh i ch i s des cribed in Appe nd ix I , 

Section Il l. Th e g roup are part i cu l ar l y anx ious that the i r plans be give n 

as 1 ittl e pub l i c ity as pos s i b le and that the sch eme s hould not give ri se 

to expectations that it wi ll prov i de a so luti on . If s uc cessful , however, 

it migh t be repl i cated e l sewhere . Becaus e they are seek ing to attract 

some highly al ie nat ed boy s , they need to proceed quietly and without 

patronage or overt associat ion with es tabl ished agenc ies . They face 

form idab le prob lems of i nsurance and o rg an i sat ion, and may in the e nd 

operate unde r the aeg i s of a national volunta ry body. DHSS shou l d 

contribute t o the cost of a project l eade r to e ns ure continuity a nd ea rly 

completion of the p i lot study . 

~ 



" 

8. THE SCOPE FOR INTERVENTION 

Thos e i nvo l ved, or most a t ri sk of becoming in vo lved i n joy - rid ing, are those 

who a re a l ienated from or rejected by the school s ystem . The school , therefore 

appea r s to be the key age ncy for any i ntervention ~ yie scc scope also for 

deve loping the Youthways scheme and Ne i ghbourhood Workshops, as we l I as the 

i nput of Detached Youth \~o rke rs in an a ttempt to attract the "Unc I ubab I e" 

d i ff i cu l t youn g person who mi ght not benefit from a ny schoo l -based in iti at i ves. 

We vJould emphasise the impo rtance of providing phys ica l act i vit ies i nto wh i ch 

young peop l e can channe l the ir e ne rg ies , which mig ht thus be d i verted from 

j oy-ri ding and we wo ul d un de rl ine the importance of the ro l e of mothers in the 

area i n deal in g with joy-ri de r s i n t he ir own farni I i~s or wide r commun i ty . 

Ga ining access to a motor ve hi c l e i s a stra ightfo rward process for the joy-ride r ~ 

and some models, such as Fo rds , are known to be mo re at risk of be ing taken than 

others . We note with concern t he apparent ease wit h wh i ch the children can 

obtain car keys from car showrooms and cars fr om ope n car parks . Th e re wo'ul d 

appear therefor e , to be scope for action in th e cr ime prevention f ie l d . The 

probl em with Ford cars seems to be w i ~espread and might be bette r t ackl ed on a 

nat ional l eve l. In the longer term the progress ive extens ion of nei ghbo urhood 

pol i ce and po l ice I i a i son schemes wi ll have a s ign ifi cant effec t. 

9. RECOMMENDATIONS 

9. I We do not recomme nd a ny ma j o r new programme to dea l with joy-r i ding . Rathe r 

we feel that the range of act iv i t ies under way or pl anned, some of wh ich 

have already proved to be reasonab ly successfu l i n tack l ing t he prob l em , 

should be a ll owed to cont i nue , pe rhaps with a s harpenin g of focu s o r some 

stepp i ng up of ex isting pro~rammes . 

9.2 In a situation whe re some chi l dren are attracted to j oy - rid in g as a form of .-.... 
exhibitionism, med ia publ ic ity can only be detr imental and h i gh profi le 

involvement in an a lrea dy sensi tive area by po l iti ca l o r agency establ ishmer 

could we ll be counter - productive . We recommend, therefore , that any 

intervention should be at as low profile l eve l as poss ibl e , and that further 

conside ration be given to the fo ll ow in g areas . 

(i) Key schoo l s in Wes t Be lfast wh i ch have not already done so s hou l d 

be encou raged to place ini tiat ives s uch as cur ricula r developme nt, 

Cl ass Teach e r s and Youth Tutors h igh on t heir I i sts of priorities . 

(DEN I) 
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(i i) Consideration should be given to the problem of indeterminate 

suspensions by some schools in \,fest Belfast, to the scope which 

might exist for strengthening the Home/S choo l Lin ks scheme, and to 

whether the Education We lfare Service cou l d pick up persistent 

non-attenders at an earl ier stage . We unde rstand that these 

i ss ues wi ll be activel y pursued by the DENI Inspectorate (DENI ) . 

(ii i) The concept of the school-based team proposed in the Black Report 

should be introduced experimentally in at least one large 

secondary schoo l in the area. (DEN I/DHSS) 

(iv) Attempts should be made to ensure that youth clubs in the area 

meet as effectively as possible the needs of older age groups, 

whether by separate clubs or by provid i ng "sen ior member" faci lities 

in existing clubs . (DENI) 

(v) The possibil ity should be considered of developing fo r recreational 

purposes the additional use of already available re sou rces, for 

example schools with decl i ning populations, and of strengthening 

the Youth Se rvice input i n the area . (DENI) 

(vi) A few s imple drop - in centres on the 1 i nes of an existing model in 

' Trinity Street 

urgency . (DENI) 

should be establ ished as a matter of 

(vi i) Children at r i sk shou ld be ensured readJe r access to Leisure 

Centres and shou ld not be disbarred by h igh charges . The Ci ty 

Council should be asked to devise a scheme whereby high - risk 

children through membership of a youth club cou l d use the 

faci 1 ities at reduced rates . (DENI) 

(vi i i) DHSS should g rant - aid the appointment of a project leader fo r the 

Auto-project as a pi lot scheme . (DHSS) 

( i x) Some of the resource s at Whitefield House should be de ployed in a 

concerted prog ra mme to help at least some of the ch i l dre n at risk . 

{An interdepartmental rev i ew of ,the operat ion of ~/hitefield is 

under consideratioUl . (N IO/DHSS/ DENI ) 

~ 
1 
I 
1 


	proni_HSS-13-37-60_1983-nd-b_p1
	proni_HSS-13-37-60_1983-nd-b_p2
	proni_HSS-13-37-60_1983-nd-b_p3
	proni_HSS-13-37-60_1983-nd-b_p4
	proni_HSS-13-37-60_1983-nd-b_p5
	proni_HSS-13-37-60_1983-nd-b_p6

