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Jodi Berg and Elizabeth Derrington are the Independent Complaints Reviewers for The Youth 
Justice Agency and other pubic bodies. Both have backgrounds as solicitors and mediators.  

 

Introduction by Jodi Berg 
 
We are pleased to present this report, which describes the ICR role and provides an overview of the 
Youth Justice Agency’s response to customer service from the perspective of complainants.  
 
Our role is to provide a free, fair and independent service for the investigation of complaints made 
about YJA by people who remain dissatisfied with the internal response to their concerns. Alongside 
giving people a chance to have their complaints settled through external and independent review, 
YJA also looks to benefit from the lessons that can be learned from the independent review of the 
way that complaints are handled, as it strives to continuously improve services for young people.  
 
Despite its place in the criminal justice system working with challenging and often vulnerable young 
people, YJA receives very few complaints about its service or staff. This year all complaints have 
been resolved internally, and staff across the Agency and in the central complaints team must be 
congratulated for this achievement. I am pleased to record that YJA takes complaints seriously and 
looks to implement recommendations that we make for systemic improvement. We look forward to 
continuing to work with the Agency to ensure that complaints are valued and systems are robust.  
 

Responding to complaints  

 
We aim to settle complaints about poor or inappropriate service by agreement or, following 
investigation, by adjudication. The ICR team responds to everyone with courtesy; honesty; respect; 
objectivity and flexibility. We always explain our process fully, keep people informed, and use 
straightforward language when we speak or write to people. We have video links with the Agency so 
that young people can speak to us in person quickly, even if we cannot immediately meet them. 
 
Alongside the Agency’s own policies and standards, we judge the YJA against the Parliamentary 
Ombudsman's Principles of Good Administration. Following investigation, if a complaint is upheld, 
we can recommend redress for a complainant, such as an apology or action to put things right, or a 
change of procedures to prevent similar problems recurring.   

 
If complainants are dissatisfied with the outcome of my review, they may ask their MP to refer the 
matter to the Northern Ireland Ombudsman. You can find out more about the Ombudsman at:  
www.ni-ombudsman.org.uk 
 

Review of Complaints Procedures 
 
In this reporting year, I have visited the Agency to meet with the Chief Executive and other members 
of her team. I have also visited the Woodlands Juvenile Justice Centre (JJC). Our visits help our 

http://www.ombudsman.org.uk/improving-public-service/ombudsmansprinciples
http://www.ni-ombudsman.org.uk/


understanding of the substantial change process that the Agency is engaged in as it merges 
services in the community, and how this will provide a more streamlined, holistic and cost effective 
service, without losing the customer service ethos that has served to make the Agency a leader in 
the delivery of youth justice services in the UK. Inevitably the management of complaints will change 
within the new Agency operational structures. I recommend that the Agency ensures that local 
managers and staff are fully trained to understand and implement complaint procedures.  
 
The Agency has an internal complaints process, with step1 being “talk to a member of staff”, step 2 
“complain to a senior manager” and step 3 referral to chief executive. Most complaints arise within 
the Juvenile Justice Centre where the potential for dissatisfaction is naturally higher than in other 
parts of the Agency’s service.  Overall, the Agency’s complaints process is well established and 
effectively promoted with both young people and staff. In response to my previous 
recommendations, the Agency Board receives quarterly reports about complaints that include 
statistical and qualitative information, and I find a more systematic approach to using lessons 
learned from complaints to guide service improvement.  
 
When I visited the JJC on 14 March 2011, I found young people at the JJC very willing to talk about 
their experience of the Agency and to raise concerns. I was told about a number of issues that had 
not always been raised as formal complaints. Amongst these were a variety of maintenance issues 
such as unpleasant drainage smells and excessive heat at night. In discussion with senior members 
of staff I recommended the introduction of a ‘maintenance issues log’ in each of the Units so that 
young people could report such problems without having to raise formal complaints. I was also able 
to take forward a number of other concerns raised with me of a more personal nature and I hope to 
see progress made on addressing these issues on future visits. My conversations with young people 
in the units were a very welcome indication of the open atmosphere at Woodlands. I was pleased to 
find that young people were on the whole very positive about their experience at the JJC and about 
their relationships with staff. I hope that visits from the ICR also help to give young people more 
confidence to take concerns forward.  
 
This year, I note there have been several helpful developments at Woodlands. These include the 
employment of a forensic adolescent psychiatrist for 2.5 days a week to improve the care of young 
people with mental health concerns and stronger links with social services. The Plain English Rules 
booklet is a colourful and easy to understand document, designed by the young people themselves. 
Numbers of formal complaints remain low and are generally resolved at step 1 or 2 of the procedure 
and parents and guardians are told if young people raise complaints.  
 
Turning to the way that the Agency monitors complaints, I was pleased to see that the new 
complaints monitoring form records the detail of complaints and lessons learned. This is a welcome 
development. I have also seen the Agency’s Board statistical summary. This shows that 28     
complaints were made between April 2010 and March 2011. I ascertained that 8 complaints were 
resolved at step1 of the complaints procedure, 19 at step 2 and 1 at step 3. None were referred to 
the ICR. These figures are in line with previous years. 
 
Finally I note that the Agency continues to use easy to understand complaints leaflets and I make no 
recommendation for any changes. The complaints forms are simple to complete and, again, I make 
no recommendations for change to the forms. 

 
Contact the ICR team 
 
Details of the ICR service are explained in our leaflet Seeking a Fair Resolution available from our 
website at www.icrev.org.uk. A copy of this report can also be found on our website. 
 
New Premier House, 150 Southampton Row, London WC1B 5AL 
e-mail: enquiries@icr.gsi.gov.uk  telephone:  020 7278 6251  fax:  020 7278 9675    
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