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“A youth-friendly legal system” 

 

Aim of the project 

 

Being in contact with the criminal justice system can have an impact on a young person’s life. 

Over-involvement with the juvenile justice system, and ineffective response or inadequate 

support by the system may increase the likelihood of reoffending, secondary or repeated 

victimization and exclusion from social and education system.  

 

Therefore, the aim of the project is to support the specialized juvenile justice approach in 

practice to ensure minimal negative effects for youth and support positive development: 

develop alternative measures instead of punishment, extend access to mediation for 

misdemeanour cases, provide sustainable and effective interventions, build cooperation models 

and methods and support the development of the attitude, competence (skills) and working 

practices of policymakers, practitioners, and service providers. The implementation of juvenile 

justice reform in Estonia is carried out in accordance with international standards, EU directives 

and best practice and with a focus on the most vulnerable young offenders.  

 

Project results  

 

• Trained specialists work with juvenile and young offenders and victims, including in 

closed youth institutions.   

• Risk and need assessment tools are freely available for practitioners of the criminal 

justice system, which help them to evaluate the needs of young offenders and decide on 

intervention measures accordingly.  

• There are cooperation models and methods in use that support cooperation between law 

enforcement, health sector and child welfare specialists, which ensure that suitable 

services are provided to juvenile and young offenders.  

• Alternative interventions are in use for juvenile offenders to replace fines and 

sentencing to closed institutions.  

• Introducing lay mediation will enhance impact and involvement of community members 

in solving conflicts and social challenges in communities.  

 

 

Project activities 

 

1. Competency development  

 

Estonian Government has prioritised the prevention of youth violence and delinquency in 

several strategies. Parliament adapted new legislation that launched a major reform in juvenile 



 
justice field in 2018 whereby a specialised juvenile justice approach was established. 

Henceforth, it is an obligation to prioritize alternative measures over punishment, extend access 

to mediation for misdemeanour cases, introduce a concept of special treatment of young adult 

offenders, ensure specialization among judges etc. To ensure that changes in laws transform 

into effective practice, the attitude, competence (skills) and working practices of policymakers, 

practitioners, and service providers needs to be strengthened. 

 

The project will support the specialized juvenile justice approach in practice to ensure minimal 

negative effects for youth and support positive development. The implementation of juvenile 

justice reform in Estonia is carried out in accordance with international standards, EU directives 

and best practice and with a focus on the most vulnerable young offenders. 

 

The competence of professionals in the field of special treatment of minors and young people 

varies from region to region in Estonia and from institution to institution, so training must 

provide new knowledge to participants with different experiences and knowledge to ensure 

equal treatment of offenders regardless of region or institution. 

 

The target group includes, in particular, professionals dealing with young people in criminal 

proceedings (prosecutors, judges, probation officers, lawyers, police, prison staff) and 

professionals working in this policy area in various ministries and their agencies. During the 

project period, the target group may expand to include professionals providing interventions to 

young people, such as mediators, MDFT therapists, mental health service providers, national 

and local child protection workers, and others. 

 

2. The development of tools for evaluation and multi-agency cooperation 

 

The project will develop tools and models to assess the risks and needs of young people and 

to implement case management for young offenders, taking into account the developmental 

characteristics of scientifically proven children and young people. The planning of activities 

consider that most minors and young people are not repeat offenders by nature, their 

behaviour can be changed through the right interventions and the risk and protection factors 

around them can be designed to significantly reduce the likelihood of new offenses. 

 

A skilful assessment makes it possible to say how likely it is that the risk behaviour will recur 

if the behaviour of the minor or young person is not interfered with. There are a number of 

assessment tools in use around the world that predict fairly accurately whether there is a high 

or low risk of juvenile delinquency. The aim of the project is to develop models that allow for 

the implementation of activities based on specific risks in each case and to involve an 

appropriate number of specialists in different fields in case management. This creates the 

preconditions for the sustainable provision of services and the most resource-based use of 

resources, preventing situations where young people at lower risk are directed to programs 

that are too intensive and very costly for them. 

 

To develop primary prevention, the project will test a community-based prevention model and 

develop a sustainable solution for implementing community prevention after the end of the 

project period. Preparations are also being made to enable the use of tools and models through 

e-solutions, increasing the benefits of this project. 

 



 
The target group for the development of a risk assessment system and a case management 

model includes, in particular, professionals assessing the risks and needs of minors and young 

people in pre-trial proceedings, as well as those assessing the primary need for young 

offenders and those assessing the need for intensive services. Depending on the capacity of 

the pilot area, youth associations will also be involved as a target group. 

 

3. Alternative interventions for young offenders 

 

In order to prevent and reduce recidivism among young people entering the legal system, it is 

important that effective interventions are available all over Estonia. It is important to respond 

to juvenile and juvenile delinquency using the right methods, because the younger the offense, 

the more likely it is that they will commit more serious crimes when they become adults if they 

are unable to change their behaviour in time. Experience in other countries shows that 

interventions with early detection of risky behaviours and skilled interventions are the best 

long-term outcomes. 

It is important to develop or adapt short-term interventions to break the behavioural patterns of 

juvenile offenders and to prevent new offenses. Short-term interventions should be easy enough 

to be used by professionals to interact with the young person during the procedure. Interventions 

of this kind would be an alternative to the measures currently in place for minor infringements, 

such as a warning, fine, detention, etc. The project also plans to develop family-based 

interventions for young people who have been identified as being at high risk for more serious 

offenses, including juveniles and young people in probation. 

 

In order to reach the right target groups of the interventions, attention will be paid to raising the 

awareness of the public and specialists about the availability of services, training of specialists 

and, if necessary, adapting the interventions to the needs of special target groups. 

 

The target group includes professionals who provide interventions to young offenders, 

including the police and probation. 

 

4. Improving residential services for young offenders  

 

Children and young people who need to be separated from the community for various reasons 

end up in closed or semi-closed institutions (prison, school for children with mental disorders 

and behavioral problems, or a child support center). In order for a child or young person leaving 

a closed childcare facility to cope with later life in the community and to be able to avoid 

offenses, it is important that the facilities have sufficient competence to support children and 

young people. The purpose of the residual service should be to prepare the child and young 

person for life in the community, if possible in cooperation with community service providers 

who will continue to work smoothly with the child or young person leaving the institution. 

 

The aim of the project is to develop resident services in such a way that the child is provided 

with support and social skills based on his or her needs and abilities, both when staying in the 

institution and when leaving and integrating into the community. Staff in closed childcare 

facilities must be adequately trained to work with special target groups. In addition, they need 

a supportive work environment for effective work, for example through job counselling and 

supervision, and that they have effective tools and methods to guide children and young people 

to obedience. In addition to professional skills and methods, the project also focuses on 



 
activities that would help to improve the general social environment in closed childcare 

facilities. 

The target group includes, in particular, professionals working with young people in custody, 

detainees, prisoners and young people placed in closed childcare facilities. 


