
• Young adults aged 18-25 are a distinct group 
who are still maturing as their brains continue 
to develop. They are overrepresented in the 
prison population in England and Wales, and 
in particular in the remand population where 
they make up 20 per cent of the population 
compared to around eight per cent in the 
general population.  

• The need for a distinct approach for young 
adults has been recognised in some parts of 
the criminal justice system. However, the focus 
tends to be on convicted young adults who are 
being or have been sentenced. More attention 
must be paid to young adults who are awaiting 
trial or sentencing.  

• Young adults are subject to the provisions 
set out in the Bail Act 1976, which apply to 
all adults. The framework on bail and remand 
should be amended to align with the recently 
strengthened tests on remand for children. A 
child cannot be remanded to custody if it is 
not ‘very likely’ that they will receive a custodial 
sentence for the offence for which they appear 
before the court. Where a child has a history of 
breach or offending whilst on bail they cannot 
be remanded to custody unless the breach or 
offending is ‘relevant in all the circumstances of 
the case’ and is ‘recent and significant’. There 
is a statutory duty on the court to consider 
a child’s best interests and welfare. These 
provisions, which aim to ensure that remand to 
custody is a last resort, do not apply to young 
adults. Turning 18 should not be a cliff edge.  

• The Crown Prosecution Service and judiciary 
should incorporate a greater recognition of 
maturity into relevant guidance to ensure that a 
distinct approach is taken to young adults from 
the outset. 

• Young adults should not be remanded without 
a court report which considers the impact on 
them of being remanded.  If a young adult is to 
be remanded, sufficient time should be given 
to explaining remand decisions in court and 
young adults should be provided with a copy 
of the reasons for remand in writing. Data on 
the reasons for remand decisions should be 
published and disaggregated by age, ethnicity, 
religion and gender. 

• Remand is used disproportionately against 
Black, Brown and racially minoritised young 
adults. In June 2023, 26 per cent of remanded 
18-20-year-olds and 18 per cent of remanded 
21–25-year-olds were Black, compared to less 
than six per cent and five per cent respectively 
in the general population. Data on the number 
of people on remand should continue to be 
published and be disaggregated by age, 
ethnicity and religion. 

• Custodial time limits should only be extended 
in exceptional circumstances. Consideration 
should be given to the impact of an extended 
period of time in custody on a young adult in 
light of their age and ongoing maturational 
development, before time limits are extended. 
Data on the length of time people are held on 
remand should be published and should be 
disaggregated by age, ethnicity, religion and 
gender.  

Key points

What’s wrong with remanding young adults to 
prison: voices and lessons learned 
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• Young adults benefit from lawyers who 
specialise in working with that age group 
and understand their specific needs. More 
should be done to support and encourage 
all young adults at risk of remand to have 
specialist legal representation. 

• Remanded young adults should have 
access to resettlement support in custody 
and more should be done to ensure the 
availability of good quality accommodation 
that meets young adults’ needs.  

• All prisons and courts should have a bail 
information service with bail information 
officers who are trained in and understand 
the specific needs of young adults. 

• Young adults who are remanded should be 
allocated a probation officer and keyworker 
in prison. 

• Young adults should have access to a 
meaningful daily regime, which includes 
education and employment, physical 
exercise and contact with family and 
friends. Unconvicted prisoners should have 
the number of visits they are legally entitled 
to. 

• Young adults should be supported to 
submit complaints, including escalating 
them to the Prisons and Probation 
Ombudsman as needed, and complaints 
should be responded to in a timely manner, 
in accordance with the national complaints 
policy. 

• Specialist mental health provision should be 
available to remanded young adults. 

• More must be done to identify care-
experienced remanded young adults, 
including increased training for staff in 
prison on leaving care rights. Every prison 
holding remanded young adults should 
have a leaving care co-ordinator.

Introduction  

In Autumn 2022 the Howard League launched 
a project, supported by the Barrow Cadbury 
Trust, to better understand the experiences of 
remanded young adults. The project builds on 
previous work by the Howard League looking 
at the specific needs of young adults, including 
the role of maturity in the sentencing of young 
adults (Howard League, 2017), sentencing 
principles for young adults (Howard League, 
2019a and b), and issues facing young adults 
in prison during Covid (Howard League, 2020). 

The project follows on from an earlier scoping 
study about young adults on remand 
supported by the Barrow Cadbury Trust 

(Allen, 2021).   That study found that there are 
strong arguments for developing a strategy to 
make remand arrangements better reflect the 
developing maturity of young adults. 

This briefing includes the experiences, voices 
and lessons to be learned from a group of 
remanded young adults aged 18-20 in a male 
Category B prison. It is informed by discussions 
with criminal justice professionals who work with 
remanded young adults in England and Wales 
and the Howard League’s work representing 
individual young adults across the prison estate 
through its specialist legal advice service.

Context

Young adults: a distinct group

There is a substantial evidence base arguing 
that young adults aged 18-25 are a distinct 
group who are still maturing, psychologically 
and socially, as their brains continue to 
develop. Reaching adulthood is a process, 
not an event. The key markers of adulthood, 
such as independent living, employment, and 
establishing relationships, happen at different 
times for different young people.  

In 2016 the Justice Committee called for a 
distinct strategy for young adults “founded 
on the clear philosophy that the system 
should seek to acknowledge explicitly [young 
adults’] developmental status, focus on [their] 
strengths, build their resilience and recognise 
unapologetically the degree of overlap of 
their status as victims and offenders” (Justice 
Committee, 2016). This was backed up in a 
further report in 2018 due to a “disappointing 
response” by the government to the 2016 
recommendations which “did not pay sufficient 
attention to the strength of the evidence for 
more significant change” (Justice Committee, 
2018). 

In 2021, His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons 
(HMIP) published a thematic report on the 
outcomes for young adults in custody. The 
report concluded that, in general, the outcomes 
are poor for young adults when compared with 
those for older prisoners and that there was 
a lack of a coherent response at the national 
level. HMIP recommended that the government 
should develop and resource a national 
strategy to meet the needs of young adults 
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(HMIP, 2021). 

The government committed to developing a 
national strategy for young adults (HMPPS, 
2021). However, the Chief Inspector of Prisons 
reported recently “little had been done at some 
prisons to understand young adults’ needs and 
make specific provision for them, and there was 
often slow progress to address disproportionate 
outcomes for this group” (HMCIP 2023).

Sentenced and remanded young adults

The need for a distinct approach for young 
adults has been recognised in some parts 
of the criminal justice system. National 
guidance on the management of young adults 
by probation has been published and pre-
sentence reports completed on 18-25-year-
olds must include consideration of maturity 
(HMPPS, 2022). The expanded explanations 
in Sentencing Guidelines make provision 
for age and immaturity affecting a young 
adult’s responsibility for an offence and how 
a particular sentence may impact on them, 
and either or both considerations may justify 
a reduction in sentence (Sentencing Council, 
2019). The Parole Board has published 
guidance for its members on factors to take into 
consideration when reviewing cases of young 
adults aged 18-21 (and older as required), 
including the consideration of maturity (Parole 
Board, 2021). 

However, where there is a distinct approach 
taken, the focus is largely on young adults 
who are being sentenced or are sentenced. 
No equivalent measures have been put in 
place for young adults who are awaiting trial or 
sentencing, either in court or if remanded, in 
prison.  

The legislative framework for bail and 
remand for children was recently amended 
to strengthen the tests the court must apply 
before a child can be remanded to custody. 
A child cannot be remanded to custody if it is 
not ‘very likely’ that they will receive a custodial 
sentence for the offence for which they appear 
before the court. Where a child has a history of 
breach or offending whilst on bail they cannot 
be remanded to custody unless the breach or 
offending is ‘relevant in all the circumstances of 
the case’ and is ‘recent and significant’. There 

is a statutory duty on the court to consider a 
child’s best interests and welfare (MoJ, 2022a), 
but this framework does not apply to young 
adults. Instead, young adults are subject to the 
provisions set out in the Bail Act 1976 which 
apply to all adults and do not make any special 
provision for young adults.  

There is also no mention of the need to consider 
the age or maturity of young adults in the 
Crown Prosecution Service’s (CPS) guidance to 
prosecutors on bail and remand or in the Adult 
Court Bench Book. Both documents contain 
flowcharts to explain the remand procedure 
which could be adapted to include references 
to age and maturity, drawing on the material 
in the CPS Code for Crown Prosecutors, 
Equal Treatment Bench Book and “expanded 
explanations” of these issues in sentencing 
guidelines (Allen, 201). 

Young adults that are remanded are placed 
in ‘dual designated’ prisons alongside older 
adult prisoners where there is little difference 
in practice in how they are treated. As with all 
remanded adults, young adults do not have 
an offender manager in prison or a probation 
officer. This leaves them without any lead 
criminal justice professional responsible for their 
case and, in the Howard League’s experience, 
with less support than sentenced young adults.

Numbers and trends
 
Growing remand population 

The last 12 months have seen a population 
explosion in prisons in England and Wales, 
and in particular, in the number of remanded 
prisoners which has been increasing since 
early 2020. The remand prison population on 
30 June 2023 was 15,523, the highest level for 
at least 50 years (MoJ, 2023a). This represents 
a 16 per cent increase in a 12-month period 
and 60 per cent increase since the start of 2020 
(MoJ, 2020). The Ministry of Justice attributes 
the growing remand population to the impact 
of continuing court recovery following Covid 
and, in part, by strike action by the Criminal Bar 
Association during Autumn 2022 (MoJ, 2023a).  

On 30 November 2022, ‘Operation Safeguard’ 
was announced by the government which 
allowed prisoners to be placed temporarily 
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in police cells. The increase in the number of 
people on remand was one of the reasons given 
for introducing this measure (UK Parliament, 
2022a). Since then, the prison population has 
continued to rise leading to an overcrowding 
crisis. 

Recent analysis of 245 inspections by HMIP 
shows that three-quarters of prisons in 
England and Wales are assessed as providing 
inadequate conditions or unacceptable 
conditions (The Guardian, 2023). 

The young adult population

The number of young adults in prison in 
England and Wales has reduced significantly 
in the last decade. On 30 June 2023 there were 
just under 3,300 young adults aged 18–20, 
almost half the 2013 number, and just over 
8,200 young adults aged 21–24, a reduction 
of more than a third. Young adults aged 18-
24 make up 13 per cent of the total prison 
population, compared to 23 per cent a decade 
ago, although this is still an overrepresentation 
as compared to the general population where 
18- 24-year-olds make up around eight per cent 
of the population (MoJ, 2013/MoJ, 2023a; ONS, 
2021). 

Number of young adults in prison between 2013 
and 2023

However, despite a decrease in the number of 
young adults in prison, and a reduction in the 
number of 18–20-year-olds being remanded 
each year (data is not disaggregated for 
21–24-year-olds), the number of remanded 
young adults in both age groups on any one 
day is similar to a decade ago (MoJ, 2013/MoJ, 
2023a). This suggests that young adults are 
spending longer on remand, although this data 
is not published.

Number of remanded and sentenced 18-20-year-
olds in prison between 2013 and 2023

Number of remanded and sentenced 21-24-year-
olds in prison between 2013 and 2023

As with the overall remand population, the 
number of remanded young adults has been 
increasing since 2020.  The tables below 
show a 30 per cent increase in the number of 
18–20-year-olds on remand and 56% increase 
in the number of 21-24-year-olds in the last four 
years.

Number of remanded young adults as of 30 June 
each year between 2019 and 2023 (MoJ, 2020, 
2022b and 2023a)
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As of 30 June 2023, young adults aged 18-24 
made up 21 per cent of the remand population 
in prisons as compared to 12 per cent of the 
sentenced population (MoJ, 2023a). 

Justice Committee inquiry into the role of 
adult custodial remand

In March 2022 the Justice Committee launched 
an inquiry into the role of adult custodial 
remand, investigating how custodial remand 
is currently being used, the impact that being 
placed on remand has on prisoners, and the 
quality of support they receive. 

In evidence provided to the inquiry, the 
Howard League raised concerns about courts 
remanding adults to prison for their own 
protection; the failure of the Ministry of Justice to 
collect, publish and disaggregate key data; the 
need for better guidance and training for judges 
and lawyers to support them to make better 
remand decisions; the overuse of remand for 
prisoners from racially minoritised backgrounds; 
and the need to focus on alternatives to 
custodial remand (Howard League, 2022). 

In January 2023, the Justice Committee 
published its report. The report raised concerns 
about the increasing size of the remand 
population and the potential for it to increase 
even more. It found that people were being 
held on remand for longer awaiting trial or 
sentencing, and often beyond the six-month 
custody time limit. The report also found that 
the increasing remand population was putting 
pressure on an already stretched prison 
system, with those on remand being held in 
some of the worst conditions in prison. The 
report also identified a clear lack of support and 
opportunities for those held in prison (Justice 
Committee, 2023).  The Justice Committee did 
not consider the needs of young adults as a 
distinct group. 

Voices and experiences of young adults

In early 2023, the Howard League met with 
a group of sixteen remanded young adults 
aged 18-20 in a male Category B prison. The 
remand status of fifteen of the young adults 
was recorded, seven were unconvicted and 
eight were convicted. The ethnicity of ten 
of these young adults was recorded, with 
three recorded as identifying as Black, Black 

British, Caribbean or African, two as Asian or 
Asian British, four as white (including Gypsy 
and Irish Traveller) and one as from another 
ethnic group. 

Of these, fourteen young adults provided the 
Howard League with additional information 
about themselves. Six said they had been on 
remand for less than three months, five for 
three to six months and three for more than 
six months, including one who had been on 
remand for more than 11 months.  Eleven 
said that it was their first time in prison. 
Seven said that they had had a social worker 
as a child but only three were receiving 
ongoing social care support. 

This briefing includes the experiences, 
voices and lessons to be learned from those 
young adults. While their experiences are 
particular to them, and provide a snapshot of 
life in one prison, they are not unusual. The 
Howard League has heard similar stories 
from young adults across the prison estate 
through its specialist legal advice service.  
Many of the young adults’ experiences and 
concerns also echo what children on remand 
told the Howard League in 2021 (Howard 
League 2021a) and those identified by the 
Justice Committee in their report. 

Court proceedings, bail and remand

Confusing and unfair processes  

Young adults told the Howard League that 
they found the legal process confusing and 
unfair. 

One said “It’s not easy to understand the 
court process. The English they use is mad. 
I don’t understand half the time. It should 
be easier to understand.” He went on to 
describe his experience of applying for bail 
and trying to get the attention of his legal 
representative to give instructions during a 
bail application in court. He said “The judge 
was looking at me thinking I was aggressive 
because I was tapping on the window. He 
thinks I look aggressive. Because I’m in the 
dock. I’m innocent until proven guilty but I 
looked guilty. Guilty until proven innocent is 
what it is.”  

Another young adult was due to have his trial 
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the following week but had still not seen any 
of his case papers. He said that he felt that 
the prosecution “want me to go in with my 
eyes closed”. 

A court probation practitioner told the 
Howard League about difficulties that young 
adults have following court proceedings 
because of complex, technical language 
used by professionals. It was their 
experience that young adults were very 
rarely supported by intermediaries, whose 
job is to help to facilitate communication and 
effective participation in court proceedings, 
even when the young adults had significant 
learning or mental health needs. 

Refusal of bail - unexpected and no reasons 
given

Some young adults said they understood 
why bail had been refused, even if the 
refusal was not always expected. One 
young adult had been advised by his 
legal representative that bail would be 
‘guaranteed’ only for it to be refused. 
Another had been refused bail based on 
information about previous offences. He said 
this information was incorrect.  

Professionals working with young adults 
in court told the Howard League that key 
information that would be relevant to bail 
is not always before the court. A lawyer 
specialising in representing young people 
said that children have a youth offending 
team worker responsible for putting together 
a bail package which is informed by 
discussions with the child, their families and 
other agencies. The lack of an equivalent 
professional for young adults means that 
there is no one responsible for gathering 
this information. If a young adult’s legal 
representative does not take on this role, and 
not all do, then this information will not be 
available for the court to consider.  

A court probation practitioner told the 
Howard League that they found the decision 
to remand people without a report troubling. 
In a sentencing hearing, if a judge or 
magistrate is considering imprisonment 
they must obtain a pre-sentence report 
unless they consider it unnecessary. 
However, there is no requirement to obtain 

a comparable report before someone is 
remanded, resulting in important information 
about a young adult’s needs and specific 
circumstances being unknown to the court. 

One young adult told the Howard League 
that his bail application had been refused 
which had prevented him from starting 
his university course. He did not know the 
reasons why bail had been refused or who 
he could speak to about it. 

In 2017, the Criminal Procedure Rule 
Committee introduced rules requiring the 
court to explain adequately its decisions 
on remand. However, the introduction of 
these rules does not appear to have had 
a significant impact, and the reasoning for 
remand decisions provided is often generic 
or lacking in detail, if provided at all (Smith, 
T. 2022).  

The Justice Committee recommended 
that pronouncement cards, which use set 
phrases to outline decision-making by 
magistrates, should be reviewed to ensure 
they are as clear as possible for those being 
remanded and their use should be monitored 
to ensure they are being used consistently 
(Justice Committee, 2023). The government 
rejected this recommendation on the basis 
that it was a matter for the judiciary but 
acknowledged that “it is essential that 
defendants understand the explanation 
of why they are being remanded” (MoJ, 
2023b). 

Data on the reasons for remand decisions 
is not published, making it difficult to 
understand and scrutinise remand decisions. 
The Common Platform, a digital case 
management system used in criminal courts, 
stores data on why prisons hold people on 
remand with reference to the Bail Act. This 
data could be extracted and published by 
the Ministry of Justice (Centre for Public 
Data, 2023).

Racial discrimination

For Black, Brown and racially minoritised 
young adults the feelings of injustice and 
lack of faith in the system were compounded 
by experiences of racial discrimination. 
One young adult said “There is no bail for 
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people like us. Don’t even think about it. Be 
prepared to come to [prison]. It’s sad we 
have to think that way but you need to be 
mentally prepared.” Another young adult 
said “When Black people go to trial the way 
they paint you is mad, like you’re a monster 
or something. It don’t make no sense.”  
Another young adult said “I don’t know how 
court works but I know colour does play a 
part. I know that for a fact.” 

In its guide for anti-racist lawyers, Making 
Black lives matter in the criminal justice 
system, the Howard League found that 
courts frequently fail to understand the 
contexts and unmet needs of Black 
defendants (Howard League, 2021b). 

Remand is used disproportionately against 
Black, Brown and racially minoritised 
young adults. In 2022, 52 per cent of Black 
defendants aged 18-20 were remanded into 
custody during Crown Court proceedings, 
compared to 36 per cent of white defendants 
in the same age group. Thirteen per cent 
of the Black defendants were subsequently 
acquitted compared to only nine per cent 
of the white defendants. Similarly, 50 per 
cent of Black defendants aged 21-24 were 
remanded, compared to 38 per cent of 
white defendants in the same age group. 
Ten per cent of the Black defendants were 
subsequently acquitted compared to only 
eight per cent of the white defendants (MoJ, 
2023c). 

Until April 2023 the Ministry of Justice had 
not published data on remand and ethnicity 
in its quarterly offender management 
statistics. Data now published confirms the 
disproportionate use of remand. In June 
2023, 13 per cent of people on remand 
identified as Black or Black British, as 
compared to four per cent of the general 
population, and 11 per cent identified as 
Asian or British Asian, as compared to nine 
per cent of the population (MoJ, 2023a).  

The published data is not disaggregated by 
age. However, data provided by the Ministry 
of Justice to the Howard League confirms 
that the level of disproportionality is even 
greater for remanded Black or Black British 
young adults. In June 2023, 26 per cent of 
18-20-year-olds on remand identified as 

Black or Black British, as compared to less 
than five per cent of the general population, 
and 18 per cent of 21-25-year-olds identified 
as Black or Black British, as compared to 
nine per cent of the population (MoJ, 2023d).

Delays and lack of regard for custody time limits

The current custody time limit following 
remand is six months, but an application 
can be made to renew the custody limit and 
there is no limit on the number of renewals 
that can be granted. Three of the young 
adults the Howard League met with had 
been in custody beyond the six-month time 
limit. Some young adults shared experiences 
of delays in sentencing. One young adult 
had been waiting for four months to be 
sentenced with his case being repeatedly 
adjourned because a pre-sentence report 
had not been prepared. Another young 
adult had pleaded guilty but sentencing 
was delayed while he waited for his co-
defendant’s trial to finish, prolonging the 
uncertainty for him.   

The Justice Committee recommended that 
the government review the framework for 
custody time limits, noting that it should be 
standard practice that custody time limits 
are strictly adhered to except in exceptional 
circumstances. The government rejected the 
recommendation. 

As of 30 September 2022, more than 30 per 
cent of people on remand (4,582 people) 
had been held beyond the initial limit of six 
months, including 1,309 people for between 
a year and two years, and 770 people for two 
years or more (UK Parliament, 2022b).  

Black, Brown and racially minoritised people 
spend longer on remand. In 2022, Black 
prisoners spent, on average, 302 days on 
remand compared with 177 days for white 
remand prisoners.  Defendants of all minority 
ethnic backgrounds spend considerably 
longer on remand than white defendants with 
mixed-race prisoners spending an average 
of 272 days on remand and Asian prisoners 
being held for an average of 262 days 
(Liberty Investigates, 2023). 
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The length of time that people are remanded 
is not published by the Ministry of Justice. 
However, HMPPS’s prisoner management 
system records information on remand 
prisoners, including dates of remand, so it 
should be possible for this information to be 
extracted and published (Centre for Public 
Data, 2023).

Inadequate legal representation 

The Young adults’ experiences of their legal 
representation varied. Some described not 
feeling listened to, being unhappy with the 
advice they received and feeling forgotten 
by their legal representatives once they 
had been remanded, at times waiting for 
months for visits. This was compounded by 
delays getting telephone numbers for legal 
representatives approved in prison, not 
having sufficient funds to make calls and 
video links being cancelled.  

Professionals shared similar concerns. They 
gave examples of young adults not knowing 
how to instruct a legal representative or who 
to instruct, finding it difficult to get updates 
from them, and being given unrealistic 
advice about the likely outcome of their 
criminal case. Professionals talked about 
how beneficial it would be to have criminal 
defence solicitors who specialised in 
representing young adults and took time to 
understand their specific needs.  

Changing legal representation when it is 
funded by legal aid was also an issue of 
concern for some young adults who were 
unhappy with their representative but 
could do little about it. This concern was 
shared by a criminal defence lawyer who 
specialises in representing young people. In 
their experience young adults would often 
accept anyone representing them at the 
police station, particularly if they were to 
appear in court the next day and there was 
a risk of not having representation. However, 
once legal aid forms had been signed it was 
very difficult to change legal representation, 
something young adults were not usually 
aware of. 

Lack of suitable accommodation 

Following the unification of the Probation 

Service in June 2021, and subsequent 
changes in the delivery of resettlement 
services, remand prisoners were 
not included in new contracts with 
accommodation support agencies in prisons 
(HMCIP, 2022). The Chief Inspector of 
Prisons found the reduction in resettlement 
teams in some prisons and the restructuring 
of the probation service “put remand 
prisoners at the back of the queue” (HMCIP, 
2023). 

Professionals told the Howard League that 
there was a lack of understanding around 
rights to housing and accommodation, 
and a lack of sufficient, safe and suitable 
accommodation available to enable young 
adults to apply for bail. A court probation 
practitioner told the Howard League 
that they saw quite a lot of young adults 
being remanded because of a lack of 
accommodation. A personal advisor from 
a leaving care team described difficulties 
in finding accommodation for young 
adults who had been assessed as high 
risk, challenges getting funding agreed 
for placements, and difficulties for them 
managing their accommodation placement 
which consequently put the placement and 
their liberty at risk. A criminal defence lawyer 
said that once they turned 18 there was little 
support offered to find them accommodation. 

Howard League lawyers are regularly 
contacted by young adults who do not have 
suitable accommodation available to them 
at various stages of the criminal justice 
process, including when they need it to 
apply for bail. This includes care leavers 
who are legally entitled to have support that 
meets their assessed needs, including the 
provision of accommodation if required.  

The Bail Information Service (BIS), a 
service run by the Ministry of Justice, 
triages and prioritises remand prisoners 
awaiting trial who are potentially suitable 
for bail. This includes making referrals 
for bail accommodation. Following a pilot 
project, the Ministry of Justice is currently 
in the process of rolling out Bail Information 
Services nationally and the expectation is 
that every prison with a reception function 
will have a Bail Information Officer in post. 
This will be a vital service for young adults 
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who are no longer eligible for bail support 
from youth offending teams. 

Life in custody

Poor induction processes and information 
sharing

Young adults said that the induction process 
when they arrived in prison was poor, 
leaving them to rely on other prisoners for 
information about essential processes like 
‘canteen’, (the process for buying toiletries, 
phone credit and extra food). They were 
given an induction pack, but staff did not go 
through it with them face to face. Most of the 
young adults the Howard League met with 
were in prison for the first time. 

Young adults said that there was no 
difference in treatment between convicted 
and unconvicted prisoners, other than the 
amount of money they could spend on 
canteen. They were unaware of and did not 
receive their additional visiting entitlements 
whilst unconvicted. The government 
has accepted the Justice Committee’s 
recommendation on this issue (MoJ, 2023). 

Young adults said they would like the 
induction process to include staff explaining 
what to expect from day-to-day life in prison 
and thought that all young adults should 
have an allocated keyworker to support 
them. 

One of the key difficulties identified by 
professionals working with young adults was 
a lack of available information about remand, 
made worse by poor communication 
between professionals. At the heart of 
this was the absence of any lead criminal 
justice professional, either in prison or in 
the community, who had responsibility for 
remanded young adults. 

A prison governor described the difficulties 
of supporting young adults who arrived 
straight from court without any paperwork 
or information. This left prison staff ‘working 
blind’ and relying on self-disclosure, which 
was made more difficult when a young adult 
had complex mental health, learning or 
communication needs. A lack of information 
made it more difficult to support remanded 

young adults, particularly with urgent issues 
such as receiving the correct medication, 
being provided with mental health support 
and being supported on substance misuse 
issues.

 Lack of regime 
 
Young adults raised significant concerns 
about their daily regime, with the majority 
spending around 23 hours a day in their 
cell. Young adults wanted to have jobs and 
engage in education. One young adult said 
that he had filled out more than ten forms 
asking for an opportunity to work or attend 
education and had heard nothing back. Of 
the small number of young adults who had 
jobs, some talked about a wait of more than 
six months to get them.  

Lots of young adults talked about the 
benefits of having time to exercise and the 
disappointment of being able to see facilities 
in the prison but not being able to access 
them. One young adult said, “The day I 
played football for an hour felt like I wasn’t in 
prison.”  

The Justice Committee recommended 
that the government ensure that people 
on remand are not deprioritised for 
education, training and employment (Justice 
Committee, 2023). This has been accepted 
by the government. 

Lack of mental health support

A key concern from young adults was the 
lack of access to mental health support. Two 
had experienced delays of more than four 
months following a referral to the prison’s 
mental health team. Another said that he 
had an appointment with the mental health 
team but was not taken to it by prison staff 
and then got a letter saying that he did not 
attend. When he asked staff he was told to 
reapply but did not know how to do this and 
nor did staff. 

Young adults felt that staff should do more 
to identify those with mental health needs 
through the induction process. One said, 
“It’s hard to remember what’s wrong with 
each person but if you start to see someone 
every single day [staff] should look into why 
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they behave in certain ways, there’s certain 
extra needs.” 

Another young adult talked about the need 
for prisoners to support each other in the 
absence of sufficient mental health support. 
He said “If you’ve got a problem, you’re 
really going through it I’ll chat to you. You 
don’t need to be a listener. The only reason 
why I’m like that – one of my friends, I didn’t 
think much was wrong with him, spoke to him 
like normal, woke up next day and [he] had 
killed himself.”  

The Justice Committee recommended 
that the government ensure that people 
on remand are not deprioritised for mental 
health assessments (Justice Committee, 
2023). This has been accepted by the 
government.

Feeling unsafe

The perception of young adults was 
that prison staff did not feel they were 
responsible for keeping them safe. 
Information about possible issues with 
other prisoners was gathered as part of the 
induction process but that information was 
not properly recorded and used to inform 
where they could safely be placed in the 
prison.  

Young adults felt limited in what they could 
do to keep themselves safe, because they 
could not just choose to move from one 
part of the prison to another if they felt 
unsafe. One young adult described the 
process of ‘riding voluntary’ where a prisoner 
can choose to self-isolate. He explained, 
however, that other prisoners will have heard 
an officer come to that prisoner’s cell to 
ask whether they want to come out or not, 
leaving them little choice but to come out to 
avoid being seen as ‘weak’ and therefore a 
target.

Lack of faith in the complaints system

Young adults had no faith in the complaints 
system. They did not think that there was any 
point in submitting a complaint about their 
regime or treatment, either because they 
would not get a response to their complaint, 
or because they did not think they would be 

believed.  

One young adult said “If a gov [an officer]
mistreats you, you wouldn’t say it, you 
wouldn’t complain. It’s your word against 
theirs. They believe the govs. What you 
sometimes do is sit down with another gov. 
Govs are open to do it. You can at least 
explain it to them, what happened. I think 
this is better way of solving things.” 

Some young adults were not aware that 
they could complain confidentially within 
the prison, or that a complaint could be 
escalated outside the prison to the Prisons 
and Probation Ombudsman (PPO). The 
PPO has previously reported that it receives 
a disproportionately small number of 
complaints from young people under 21 in 
custody (PPO, 2017).

Social care support – a ‘postcode lottery’ 

Only a small number of young adults 
that Howard League lawyers met with 
were receiving leaving care support from 
children’s social services. There was limited 
understanding about what support was 
available to care leavers whilst in prison and 
when applying for bail. One young adult who 
had a leaving care worker said that their 
personal advisor initially visited every two to 
three weeks but this soon stopped and he 
had not seen them for three months. This 
reflects the Howard League’s experience of 
representing young adults in prison, where it 
is often only when a young adult is seeking 
advice about another issue that their right to 
leaving care support is identified. 

The consensus from professionals was 
that much more could be done to identify 
remanded young adults who are entitled to 
leaving care support. Instead, there was an 
over reliance on young adults self-reporting, 
who did not always know whether or not 
they were entitled to leaving care support.  
It is positive that the government now has 
a strategy for care-experienced people in 
prison and has published guidance on how 
criminal justice professionals can support 
care-experienced people (HMPPS, 2023). 
However, professionals told the Howard 
League that in practice systems are not 
sufficiently embedded, resulting in young 
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adults falling through the gaps. 

Some professionals felt that there was a 
lack of knowledge amongst them on the 
rights of care leavers, including some 
personal advisors who are responsible for 
providing the support. This resulted in a 
postcode lottery, with the amount and quality 
of support varying from local authority to 
local authority. A personal advisor from a 
local authority told Howard League lawyers 
that when young adults go into custody 
it can change how they are perceived by 
some personal advisors who can become 
less engaged. However, they also found 
that practical difficulties in prison – such 
as telephone numbers not being added to 
approved lists or young adults not being 
brought to in-person visits or video links – 
made communication more difficult and led 
to young adults feeling let down and upset.

Conclusion

Young adults on remand are being 
overlooked. They make up a fifth of the 
remand population and are spending longer 
and longer in custody in overcrowded 
prisons before trial and sentencing. Some 
do not know why they have been remanded 
in the first place. Statutory agencies are not 
required to support them. They are subject 
to impoverished regimes, have insufficient 
contact with family and friends and are not 
provided with timely, specialist support with 
their mental health. Care-experienced young 
adults are subject to a ‘postcode lottery’ in 
terms of the degree and quality of social 
care support they receive. 

Remand is used disproportionately against 
Black, Brown and racially minoritised young 
adults whose needs and lived experienced 
are not understood.  Collection and 
publication of data needs to improve to 
ensure that this disproportionality can be 
properly scrutinised. 

Remanding a young adult to prison should 
be a last resort. Young adults need specialist 
lawyers who understand their needs. Turning 
18 should not be a cliff edge and the law 
should be amended to reflect this, with more 
consideration given to age and maturity by 
the courts and prosecutors. 

The Howard League is grateful to the young 
adults and professionals who took the time to 
share their experiences and visions of how 
things could be done differently, and to the 
prison for facilitating the workshops. 
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