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Executive Summary 
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Introduction  
 

Antisocial behaviour (ASB) is often a complex and persistent problem that has the 

potential to affect people’s lives in the short term, as well as over the longer term. The 

literature describes ASB as, nuisance behaviours through to highly problematic and 

potentially criminal behaviours. ASB is defined within the Community Safety 

Framework as behaviours which cause, or are likely to cause harassment, alarm or distress 

to one or more persons not of the same household. Its effects can be complex (DOJ, 

2012). To the individual victim, pscho-social wellbeing is reduced. For perpetrators the 

long-term outcomes can be also problematic, particularly for those engaged in chronic 

and acture forms of ASB. More widely, the costs are estimated to be so high that it has 

been proposed that investing in prevention efforts that contribute to even a 1.3% 

reduction in incidents of ASB could be cost-effective (Edwards et al, 2015). However, 

empirical data illustrate the difficulties around terminology and alignment responses. 

Studies of ASB focus on a plethora of aggressive and potentially criminal behaviours 

including problematic substance use and serious violence (Sijtsema & Lindenberg, 2018). 

In the USA where most of the studies are published, ASB refers to a cluster of offending 

and generally aggressive behaviours. In the smaller number of high-quality European 

studies, ASB can mean anything on a continuum of behaviours- from littering to highly 

aggressive forms of violence and intimidation (Rubin et al, 2006). In general, most 

studies around ASB examine externalising behaviours that include rule breaking, mild 

forms of violence, substance abuse, vandalism and verbal aggression.  

 

Significant investment in research and increased number of published studies have 

illustrated responses to ASB that can yield quicker and longer term results. Whilst these 

responses should be logically connected to the specific type of ASB presenting, they 
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generally fall into responses to aggressive and non-aggressive ASB (Piotrowska et al, 

2014). Data driven responses are informed by reliable information usually gathered by 

statutory agencies, but can be complemented by community intelligence. By reviewing 

this data (and making sense of it), partners can identifiy specific times/localities where 

patterns of ASB exist. Responses can be tested and reviewed. These responses may be 

situational, developmental or deterent. Situational responses take account of the local 

context and leverage the environment as a catalyst for change. This could include 

investment in the aesthetics of specific areas, increasing the available lighting and the 

removal of derelict buildings. Developmental interventions are those which take account 

of the age and stage of young people with a particular focus on cognitive and social skills 

and the context in which young people live and develop. They integrate evidence-based 

approaches  such  as  cognitive,  personal  development, family engagement and skills-

based models into their programmes. Deterent approaches make use of legislation to 

exercise legislative powers. In the context of ASB these could include eviction, Acceptable 

Behaviour Contracts or Anti-Social Behaviour Orders. 

 

Public health approaches have gained increasing credibility as a means of organising 

partners around complex issues such as ASB. Its utility lies in the coherency it can bring 

to the design, organisation, implementation and review of efforts.  According to 

the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2021), this public health approach to violence 

prevention seeks to improve outcomes by understanding the underlying risk factors 

associated with victimisation and perpetration. There is general consensus on the steps 

involved in such approaches. The first step involves ‘surveillance’-understanding the 

problem. Secondly, there is a need to understand the causes-identifying the ‘risk and 

protective factors’. Thirdly, interventions that are directly connected to those risks are 

designed and ‘implemented’. Once implemented the process of surveillance continues 

to ‘monitor progress’ (Matjasko et al, 2012). 
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This seems relatively straight forward-right? Not so in practice.  There is significant 

variability in how people understand and implement a public health approach. Some 

even ignore key aspects of the framework. In fact, it is rare to find two public health 

approaches that are implemented in the same ways. Part of this issue may be due to the 

lack of guidance around the steps required to take the general framework, and 

implement it in practice. 

 

The evidence on ASB is mixed and it is complex, partly because when we talk about ASB, 

we are not actually talking about one concept, but rather an array of social challenges, 

each requiring a distinct response. A previous review of evidence by Walsh (2019) 

summarised the literature and found that there were five key points worth considering in 

regard to the strategic prevention of ASB:   

 

1 Whilst often associated with youth sub-culture, it is clear that only a minority of young 

people are engaged in ASB.   

2 Given the variability, frequency and intensity around how ASB presents from area to 

area, and from time to time, there is a need to define which forms of ASB are most 

problematic and which are the target for intervention/s. In this sense, a locality-

based approach could add value.  

3 Community based responses such as youth provision is widely applied. This is 

important in engaging young people but is insufficient for reducing more serious 

forms of ASB   

4 There is a need to work within and across the continuum of ASB   

5 There are few high-quality studies examining the prevention of ASB in the context of 

NI. Better resourced and more robust evaluations of ASB processes and 
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interventions are required to inform the design and delivery of interventions that 

are aimed at reducing ASB    

 

ASB trends  
 

However, despite these recent coordinated efforts to understand and respond to this 

complex issue, incidents of ASB have become increasingly elevated over recent time.   

  

In the previous 12 months there has been a 38.9% increase year on year across Northern 

Ireland.   

  

Taking Belfast City as a whole, fig. 1 illustrates the variation of ASB incidents between 

2019 and 2020 (PSNI, 2021). What is evident is that whilst the year began relatively lower 

than the previous year, incidents of reported ASB rose significantly in line with the onset 

of Covid-19 and have continued to remain elevated. This pattern holds even when reports 

are disaggregated between Covid-19 report and non-Covid-19 reports.   
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Figure 1: Year on year comparison for the Belfast area 

 

  

Table 1 illustrates the breakdown within the Belfast City area. Across all areas, there has 

been a rise in reported incidents of ASB between 2018/19 and 2019/20.  

  

 
Table 1:Belfast city disaggregated 

  2018/19  2019/20  
East  2988  3692  
North  5114  6005  
South  5783  6557  
West  3338  3864  
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However, it was East Belfast that experienced the highest percentage increase (se fig 2.). 

Here, there was a 24% increase year on year compared to South Belfast that experienced a 

13% increase over the same time period.   

 

  
Figure 2:% Increase 

 

  

In fact, even when broken down by the lowest, the highest and the average monthly 

value, 2020 remains higher than the previous year (see Fig 3). On average, there were a 

total of 1415 monthly incidents recorded in 2019 compared with 1735 incidents in 2020. 

This represents a 23% monthly increase.   
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Figure 3:Min/max/mean difference 

  

Whilst there have been issues noted in how ASB is recorded and has been shown to 

partially account for variation in estimates of prevalence, the significant rise over recent 

time is of concern. Further, the onset of Covid-19 and related psycho-social issues that 

will continue to emerge are reasons to suspect that ASB will continue to rise without 

coordinated, evidence based and timely responses.   

 

Strategic responses to ASB in NI  
 

Whilst responses to ASB logically require a joined-up approach, strategically, these are 

situated within the Community Safety Framework in Northern Ireland. This is provided 

for within the Programme for Government (PfG), in particular, through ‘Outcome 7’, 

which has the aim of ensuring that ‘we have a safe community where we respect the law and 

each other’. This framework seeks to ensure connectivity between the plans designed to 

achieve this high-level outcome, and the agencies that are commissioned to lead on 

aspects of delivery.  

 

The Belfast District Policing and Community Safety Partnerships (DPCSPs) were 

established under the Justice Act (NI) 2011 to consult and engage with the community 

and undertaken projects and interventions designed to improve policing and community 
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safety across North, South, East and West Belfast. One of the most pervasive themes that 

the Belfast DPSCP has engaged with, is ASB. As already outlined, this issue has persisted 

in various forms and some data even suggested an increase in recorded incidents.  

ASB forums have, since their inception aimed to bring agencies together to systematically 

and strategically understand and respond to ASB at a local level. While their primary 

function was to meet the requirements of the Antisocial Behaviour (NI) Order, 2004, 

forums across Northern Ireland have evolved differently. Even across Belfast, there is 

variation in the operations of the forums in North, West, South and East. Despite this 

variation, there is potential for forums such as these to provide a space for local 

information exchange, joined up problem solving and a basis for locality planning.  

 

Several reviews have taken place since their inception. In 2007, a strategic planning day 

was facilitated in Belfast with the aim of aligning agencies to the purpose and function of 

the fora. Again in 2012, a review was undertaken with the aim of clarifying purpose, 

function but also process and participation.  

 

Since their inception, additional forums have emerged. The Youth Justice Agency (YJA) 

has completed a pilot of their early intervention forum and is currently being 

mainstreamed on a regional basis; the Health and Social Care Board (HSCB) through the 

Children and Young People’s Strategic Partnership (CYPSP) have consolidated their 

efforts to embed family support hubs across the region on a locality basis; the Policing 

and Community Safety Partnerships (PCSP’s) continue to evolve in their strategic 

response to enhance community safety at a local level. Established from 2016 on a 

staggered basis, ten Support Hubs form part of the problem solving justice approach and 

help to ensure that vulnerable individuals are able to access the support they need, when 

they need it and can access it from the most appropriate organisations in their locality 

(DOJ, 2021).  
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The current review of ASB fora in the Belfast area is informed by these previous processes 

whilst being grounded in the contemporary realities. It is also being undertaken at a time 

when the wider ASB legislation across NI is being reviewed. This regional review of ASB 

legislation is being taken forward by a multiagency delivery group, led by the 

Department of Justice (DOJNI). The remit of the group is to consider the effectiveness of 

ASB legislation in preventing and responding to ASB and to consider the legislative 

powers as well as the non-legislative responses to ASB. It is within this parallel 

operational and strategic review period that provides the basis for reflection 

(consideration of the experiences to date) and refinement, complementing these 

experiences with evidence informed recommendations). One of the considerations under 

review is the ASB case review process or ‘community trigger’. This has already been 

introduced in England and Wales through the ASB, Crime and Policing Act (2014),  and 

is intended to provide a safety net for victims of ASB.  

 

Aims and objectives  
 
Aim of the review:  
  
The overall aim of this review is to inform discussions on the barriers and solutions to 

manage responses to ASB across Belfast, and consider the future role and operation of the 

ASB forums across Belfast.   

  

Objectives of the review:  

 

The review has five distinct but interrelated objectives. These include: 

 

• A critical appraisal of the ASB landscape   
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• An assessment of the four ASB forums operating within Belfast  

• To benchmark these against a minimum of 6 other models   

• An analysis of the linkages between the forums and other relevant structures (e.g., 

PCSP and support hubs)  

• Provision of a final report that will include but not be limited to 

recommendations for the role of ASB forums with any case review 

process; recommendations on how to enhance, define and measure 

effectiveness; recommendations on how best to unify the work of the forums in 

order to achieve measurable results along with a terms of reference for this.  

 

Methodology 
 
 
A mixed methods methodology was employed. This involved the triangulation of diverse 

quantitative, qualitative and empirical data to achieve the aim outlined above. The 

researcher reviewed the data held by each of the forums in Belfast and developed a coding 

system. This data was limited to forum meetings which were redacted and provided to 

the researcher for analyses. This enabled the extraction of project relevant data from those 

minutes so that within and between group comparisons could be made. Descriptive 

analyses provided an overview of the membership, the frequency of meetings, the issues 

being presented to the meetings and actions taken or not taken. Mean difference analysis 

provided enhanced understanding of variation in responses based on factors such as 

caseload, average number of new cases brought before the forums and the average 

number of meetings facilitated within the time period being reviewed. Chi-square tests 

were undertaken to assess for any statically significant association between variable of 

interest (e.g., area-based responses and ASB priorities). Between group analyses enabled 
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similar observations to be disaggregated by the ASB forum area (i.e., North, West, South 

and East).  

 

To complete the quantitative analyses, qualitative data was also collected.  

The researcher developed a semi-structured interview schedule as the basis for a guided 

conversation around the history, evolution, role, function and impact of the forums from 

the perspective of those involved in them at locality, city or regional level. This 

qualitative data was stored in a specialist package called NVivo where the data was 

analysed thematically.  

 

Between January 21 and February 21, a total of 35 individuals, representing 12 

organisations were contacted to provide an input into this review of ASB forums. The 

response rate to those requests was 66% (n=23) (see table 2).  

 
 
Table 2: Contacts 

Individual 
contacted 

Agency Area Respond
ed 

Type 

1.  BCC North Belfast Yes Interview 
2.  BCC West Belfast Yes Interview 
3.  BCC South and East 

Belfast 
Yes Interview 

4.  BCC City wide Yes Interview and focus group 
5.  BCC City wide No N/A 
6.  Community 

safety team 
Derry Yes Interview 

7.  DOJ Regional Yes Interview 
8.  Fermanagh and 

Omagh 
Council 

Fermanagh 
and Omagh 

No N/A 

9.  Lisburn and 
Castlereagh 

Council 

Lisburn and 
Castlereagh 

Yes Call and written responses 
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10.  MEA Mid and East 
Antrim 

Yes Interview 

11.  NIHE North Yes Written response 
12.  NIHE West Yes Interview and written response 
13.  NIHE South  No N/A 
14.  NIHE East No N/A 
15.  NIHE Ards and 

North Down 
Yes Written response 

16.  NIHE Mid and East 
Antrim 

Yes Written response 

17.  NIHE West Belfast Yes Written response 
18.  NIHE Regional Yes Interview and focus group 
19.  NIHE Regional Yes Interview and focus group 
20.  NIHE West Belfast Yes Written response 
21.  NIHE Downpatrick Yes Written response 
22.  NIHE Fermanagh Yes Written response 
23.  NM&D 

council 
Newry 

Mourne and 
Down 

No N/A 

24.  PSNI North Belfast No N/A 
25.  PSNI North Belfast No N/A 
26.  PSNI North Belfast Yes N/A 
27.  PSNI East Belfast No N/A 
28.  PSNI West Belfast No N/A 
29.  Waterside NP Derry No N/A 
30.  YJA North Belfast No N/A 
31.  YJA East and 

West Belfast 
No N/A 

32.  YJA Regional Yes Interview and focus group 
33.  YJA Regional Yes Interview and focus group 
34.  YJA North Belfast Yes Interview and focus group 
35.  Dr Vicky Heap England  Yes Interview 

 

Intensive, semi-structured interviews were facilitated with fifteen individuals. In addition, 

two broader focus groups followed these interviews. Interestingly, some of the 

individuals did not wish to engage in a direct interview and so nine individuals who were 

contacted, opted to provide a written response. The basis for this written response was the 
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interview schedule and whilst this was limited in its potential to probe and explore issues 

in an iterative way, it nevertheless provided insight into the mechanics and operations of 

individuals ASB forums.  

 

To complete the qualitative data, the redacted minutes of ASB forum meetings were 

collated. Once collated, the researcher coded core components of the forum meetings and 

analysed these using a statistical package (SPSS V27).  

 

Findings 
 
 
Quantitative data 
 

Over the 24-month period (Feb 19-Feb 21), a total of 26 meetings were minuted.  

 

There was some variation in the frequency of meetings across the three areas with both 

South and East, as well as North facilitating 10 meetings each over the 24-month period. 

There was a total of 6 meetings in West during the same period. Whilst it is clear that the 

onset of Covid had a tangible effect on routine business, it is interesting to note that by 

comparison, 5 of the 6 forums that were reviewed outside of Belfast (83%) continued to 

meet during Covid, finding novel ways to do this safely. The forums that continued to 

meet include: Ards (monthly); Derry (fortnightly); Fermanagh (monthly); Lisburn (bi-

monthly); Mid and East Antrim (bi-monthly).  

 

The average number of cases that were reviewed within this period across all three 

forums was 20. This ranged between a minimum of 5 and a maximum of 45. The number 

of new cases however was significantly lower. On average, 5 cases were brought before all 

3 forums at each meeting. Table 3 illustrates this and the variation by area.  
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Table 3: Caseload/referrals 

 Combined North West South and 
East 

Average cases 
reviewed per meeting  

20.3 8.2 15.9 32.1 

Average new cases per 
meeting 

5.1 0.7 2.3 10.4 

 

What table 3 appears to illustrate is the variation in how long individuals continue to be 

reviewed by the forums, and the turnover of cases relative to those ‘under review’. In both 

North and West, the number of new cases at each forum meeting is relatively smaller 

than the total number of cases reviewed. Conversely, the ratio of existing to new cases 

being reviewed at the south and East forum is close to 3:1 (compared with approximately 

8:1), suggesting a higher turnover of existing cases but also an active referral pathway into 

the forum for new cases.  

 

The majority of forum actions centred on ‘ongoing monitoring’ (88.5%). Removing this 

from the analyses, there were no clear actions minuted in 92.3% of cases. Of the 

remaining actions, visits comprised the majority.  

 

For the majority of minutes, it was not clear which specific forms of ASB were being 

prioritised. There is evidence of a range of behaviours being presented, but it is often 

unclear which (if any) were priorities for the forum.  

 

Of the behaviours of concern, a number of key thematic areas emerged (see fig 4).  
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Figure 4: Thematic focus/area 

             

Some of the themes were as relevant in one area as they were across all other areas. 

Interestingly however, some themes were more relevant in some forums than in others. 

For example, there was a statistically significant difference between the areas around the 

issue of ‘disputes’ between neighbours (p=.001). It was predominantly an issue in South 

and East Belfast. Violence too appeared to be significantly different, with those in West 

and South and East Belfast dealing with relatively more violence related issues than those 

in North (p=.006). Another statistically significant difference was found in regard to theft. 

Whilst there were many recorded issues related to theft in West, this was not the case 

within the other two forums (p=.003). One of the difficulties however is that it is 

perfectly possible that where these differences emerge, it could be reflective of the same 

individuals being continually recorded in the minutes, but without any meaningful 

progress being made.  
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It was also evident that in most cases, the issues being discussed were predominantly 

youth related. In 96.2% of forum meetings across Belfast, youth ASB were priorities.  

 

Interestingly, the issues that presented through this review of ASB forums appeared to be 

strongly associated with the same priorities being addressed by the Support Hubs (DOJ, 

2021). Fig. 5 illustrates the main challenges reported by 10 Support Hubs across NI. 

Themes included, substance use, trauma, ASB, crime and violence and housing issues. 

However, there is currently no support hub in the Belfast area and so no comparisons can 

be made between the ASB forums and support hubs in this area.  

 

 
Figure 5: Support Hubs thematic issues 

 

To respond to their own presenting issues, most forums applied a case management 

approach whereby individuals were discussed without reference to the wider context. In 

only 18.2% of meetings was the wider social context reviewed or taken into 

consideration. All of these meetings were held within the South and East Belfast ASB 
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forum. In fact, there was evidence that in 80% of meetings, some consideration was given 

to the wider area context. However, even in these relatively few cases, there was no 

evidence across any of the forums that this led to the development of an area-based 

approach. In other words, the evidence being presented to the forum did not logically 

link to action.            

    

However, there was significant variation across the forum areas (see table 4) 

 
Table 4: Evidence to action 

 % time met % actions 
minuted 

% clarity re 
ASB 

Area    
North  25 0 16.7 
West 41.7 0 20 
South and East 41.7 20 90 

         

Even in one area which had a relatively higher rate of recorded actions, there appeared to 

be a significant proportion of individuals whose details were continually reviewed by 

forum members. Fig. 6 illustrates that between February 2019 and January 2020, a 

number of individuals, presumably the same individuals had remained on the agenda, 

discussed by forum members and actions agreed (joint visits). However, it isn’t clear if 

the joint visits in February 2019 were the same as those recommended by the forum in 

January 2020, and if the actions were different, the minutes between these two periods do 

not document the outcome of the visits and the rationale for any subsequent visit. In fact, 

the only thing that the minutes almost a year later demonstrate, is that the issues have 

become exacerbated.  
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Figure 6: Comparison of minutes 

 

 

 

Qualitative data-key themes 
 
A number of consistent themes emerged from the interviews, focus groups and written 

responses. These included: the evolution, role and the function of the forums; 

membership of the forums; the thematic areas identified as ASB priorities; the perceived 

impact of the forums and; the challenges experienced within the forums. Each of these is 

reviewed in more detail below.  

 

The evolution, the role and the function of the forums 
 

As noted in the introduction, the history of the ASB fora are rooted in the legislation of 

2004.   For most of those engaged in this process, there was general consensus that the 

forums had been established ‘some time ago’ and for the most part, had been operational 

before the current members’ position on them.  
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They came into being around the time of ASBO’s (Org 1) 

 

They were running for a long time-a long time before I came into post. When I came in, 

it wasn’t clear what the process was or where the paperwork was. They were just there, 

and I went to them (Org 1) 

 

People just inherit the forum [laughs] so there’s no handover and no ownership. We just 

keep turning up [laughs] (Org 3) 

 

Despite their similar starting points, respondents advised that there was some variation in 

how the forums evolved across Belfast, and they appeared to evolve within the local 

context. Some of these differences were less obvious and others were more material. 

 

There are no real differences between East and West. Attendance can be an issue with the 

forums but in South, there seemed to be more consistent, and the same officers attended 

these more regularly (Org 1) 

 

One of the most material differences noted was the presence of a community 

representative on the West Belfast forum as a means of complementing the information 

held by statutory agencies. However, after a pilot, the approach was not continued.  

 

What is clear however, is that at various points in their evolution, sense making processes 

have been facilitated. For example, in 2007 a review was facilitated between the various 

statutory organisations as a means of defining ASB priorities and responsibilities of 

participant agencies. Again in 2012, another review was undertaken where members of a 

facilitated sessions agreed on the role of the ASB forum and agreed best practices.  
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Although it is not clear to what extent this was informed by reliable evidence- a challenge 

that persists today.  

 

There is no consideration of an evidence base. That doesn’t even feature in any of the 

conversation I’ve been involved in and so, we can’t really decide on a response or stand 

over it’.  (Org 1) 

 

 

 The group in 2012 concluded that ‘the role of the Belfast Antisocial Behaviour Forums is to 

share information, and agree coordinated actions to prevent ASB’1  

 

In most cases, respondents were clear on the history of the forums, but generally not clear 

on its value contemporarily. That said, one respondent commented that this was not 

necessarily uniform across NI, with some examples of forums evolving and operating 

differently and in a way that did add value. The case studies outlined in Appendices 1-6  

illustrate six case examples outside of Belfast. The general consensus however was that a 

refresh was required among the Belfast respondents.   

 

Therefore, a refresh of clear Belfast forums is not representative of all forums. There is a 

serious need for refreshment around these forums (Org 2) 

 

Part of the reason for this refresh was that there was no real consistency in how agencies 

understood the aims of the forum. Even within the same agency, perceptions varied.  

 

 
1 Extract for a report ‘Review of Belfast Antisocial Behaviour Forums February 2012’  
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I have been involved with the ASB forum since its inception and always understood it to 

be largely to fulfil our role to consult with [other agencies] prior to seeking an ASBO; 

though over the years it has morphed into something else and expanded beyond the 3 

statutory agencies (Org 1) 

 

 

If you read up on this, the main objective was to allow statutory agencies to discuss 

personal details and ASBO’s. In saying that, ASBOs aren’t used that much. But in 

reality, the forums are a bit of a mystery. Even in [my organisation], it’s not clear what 

they do (org 1) 

 

Where there was agreement, it was often found in regard to information sharing.  

 

It was really the sharing of information in a legal manner (Org 2) 

 

The whole point of the forum is for information sharing and for identifying opportunities 

for collaboration (Org 4) 

 

One respondent with a longstanding involvement in the forums commented that their 

function extended beyond just information sharing. “In other forums, you have no 

obligation, but under this, all agencies have to come back with a response”. This appeared to 

anchor the forums to an action-oriented response. However, they went on to suggest that 

“[a]t the minute, they’re just not structured like that and that’s down to how it’s managed 

and what’s on the agenda”.  
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This apparent dichotomy between respondents’ perceptions of the functions of forums 

and the reality of how they are implemented extended across interviews and written 

responses.  

 

The forums were meant to be about addressing something that has raised the attention of 

authorities around tenancy, parks, drinking, fighting etc and once their name cropped up 

more than once, that would come to the forum. It doesn’t work like that (Org 1) 

 

The qualitative data supported the quantitative analysis across a number of themes. One 

of these was the general approach applied to the strategic responses to local ASB issues. In 

general, ASB forums in Belfast applied case management approaches as opposed to 

locality-based approaches employed elsewhere (see for example case examples 2 and 5).  

 

They are about case management that allow organisations to share information and take 

action. That’s what it should be about but in reality, little action is taken 

 

What tends to happen is that they’ll mention names but then no action is taken. 

Members believed that if the forums were ‘revamped’, there was an opportunity to 

reorient this individually focussed lens towards a more area-based approach. Or at least to 

complement case management with an area focus.  

 

There is a role for the forums to take a locality-based approach rather than, or to 

complement the case management approach (Org 2) 

 

There should be a chat around what’s happening in the area and what we could do to 

solve the issues (Org 1) 
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Despite the clear motivation to move towards a locality planning approach, none of the 

respondents were clear on how this could be achieved. There is therefore potential, to 

examine frameworks that have been tested elsewhere (see for example Common Purpose, 

Walsh, 2021) and the approach taken by the Support Hubs (DOJ, 2021), points that will 

be elaborated upon further in the recommendations.  

 

 

 

 

 

Membership and meetings  

 

At the most fundamental level, there was some consistency around respondents’ 

perceptions of the members that were represented. Generally, each forum comprised of 

Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE), Council and PSNI (although personnel 

tended to change from meeting to meeting).  

 

It’s usually the Council (ASB officers), NIHE and PSNI but to be honest it’s a bit of a 

mish mash with no consistency of people and sometimes it’s only the Council and NIHE 

that are there (Org 1) 

 

There’s always reps from council and from NIHE there. Housing association are meant to 

show up (Org 1) 

 

Despite some level of consistency, there was agreement that the roles of organisation could 

benefit from being clarified. As one respondent noted, “[t]here is little input from council 
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other than chairing-we just record the information and updates and so the role of council 

might also need to be clarified -is that where our role starts and finishes (Org 1) 

 

Whilst many of the other ASB forums that were reviewed appeared to have a similar core 

membership, it was interesting to note that in some areas such as in Lisburn (case 

example 5) and in Derry (case example 2), membership extended beyond these three core 

agencies. In Derry for example, there was representation from PCSP, schools, statutory 

youth services and community organisations. A similar set-up was found in the Lisburn 

ASB forum.  

 

Relatedly, respondents suggested that there was a need to apply a consistent approach to 

the secretariat support that is provided to the forums. Several suggested that there was no 

such “…consistency in who chairs the meetings. For example, in West it’s chaired by council, but 

in North it’s NIHE”. The comments were less about which organisation/structure should 

provide this secretariat support, and more about reaching alignment on an approach that 

could be applied across the city. The potential benefits included having a central 

structure to take responsibility to chair the meetings, take minutes, hold people to 

account and coordinate things. These findings are identical to those of a previous review 

in 2012 that recommended the ‘need for a process/structure to provide citywide oversight and 

governance for the Belfast ASB forums’.  

 

As the forums evolved, membership extended, but it extended slowly, and this pace of 

change was perceived to lag behind changes elsewhere. These changes included broader 

commitments to joined up working, enhanced arrangements for information sharing, 

increased accessibility of empirical data identify root causes of serious and persistent ASB 

and the establishment of other forums which dealt with similar issues, albeit not 

exclusively. For example, the Support Hubs, also known as  the Multi-Agency Support 
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Hubs were established from 2016 across ten council areas as part of the problem solving 

justice approach. Each has the aim of connecting vulnerable people on the cusp of the 

criminal justice system to services that can help reduce those vulnerabilities (DOJ, 2021). 

Target groups include: 

 

• Victims of antisocial behaviour 

• Those being drawn into behaviour which may lead to offending 

• Individuals in difficult situations which can affect their personal safety, physical 

and/or mental health 

 

The parellels between the target groups of the ASB forums and the Support Hubs is clear. 

Indeed, the hubs may extend the provision of ASB fora by including a specific focus on 

victims whilst also recognising the vulnerabilities of those engaged in ASB.  

 

Another not so insignificant factor affecting the membership of the ASB fora were the 

changes that have taken place in personnel and within organisational structures.  

 

The east group had a lot of turnover and South has been running with the same people 

for years (Org 1) 

 

When the forums were first set up, the structure of NIHE and PSNI were different. The 

organisations don’t operate in the way these used to, but the forums were never updated 

to reflect these structural changes (Org 2) 

 

They’ve become inert because it’s got to the stage where it’s never the same people there 

and there is no handover so it’s just bodies in a room (Org 1) 
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Of particular note were the changes that appeared to take place within PSNI. Whilst the 

presence of community officers at forum meetings was consistently perceived as an asset, 

changes in policing priorities was perceived to affect the energy across the forums.  

  

As time progressed the police role reduced with cuts etc and police who came couldn’t 

help with issues. Since 2017 and 2018 it dwindled enough where it was a talking shop. 

The last time we met was maybe summer of 2019 (Org 2) 

 

Several respondents believed that without a consistent police presence at meetings, the 

tools available to them as a forum were reduced. The result was inaction despite ongoing, 

and often complex cases of ASB.  

 

Youth diversion officer’s attendance made meetings feel a bit more constructive and 

without them there was work being done away from the forum. Shift patterns are an 

issue with PSNI, but it might be an idea to schedule the forums in line with PSNI so that 

they can attend (Org 1) 

 

The perception is that it’s a talking shop. Nobody knows what happens in them but 

that’s because not much does and we can’t really share that with the community (Org 1) 

 

Whilst the membership did extend to some degree with representatives from the Youth 

Justice Agency and the Belfast Trust, their respective roles appeared to be unclear, and 

their participation was highly variable. 

 

YJA are meant to show up. PSNI are meant to show up but most of the time none of 

them do (Org 1) 
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There is a real issue with membership. For example, the Trust is supposed to be 

represented but only show up when the issue is serious, or a home is at risk (Org 2) 

 

An illustration of this was that nobody from the Trust was identified as a stakeholder and 

therefore no invite was extended to include them in this review process. The effects of 

this ‘inertia’, as one respondent referred to it as, was a reduction in the frequency and 

consistency of forum meetings.  

 

They [the forums] are supposed to meet monthly, but I don’t think any of them have met 

in over a year (Org 1) 

 

They haven’t been around for a while now as far as I’m aware, and nobody is jumping 

up and down to bring them back (Org 3) 

 

These comments are borne out by the quantitative data which illustrates the number of 

meetings that took place. And whilst the onset of Covid had a temporary, but significant 

effect on operations generally, the case examples illustrate other forums that were able to 

maintain their meetings using alternative technologies such as telephone conferencing 

and web based virtual meeting platforms. This was not the case in Belfast and may speak 

to the apathy noted by several respondents.  

 

Despite noting the potential difficulties with a broader membership, there was consensus 

that actively and consistently including other agencies as integral members of the ASB 

forums would be worthwhile exploring.  

 

This is an area where we have tried to improve over the years but have always found the 

Trust stating they are willing to engage but in reality, don’t quoting client 
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confidentiality. The ASB forum would work better if there were more agencies sharing 

information on households to build up a more complete picture and so deliver a more 

rounded long term coordinated support package to enable a lifestyle change (Org 2) 

 

The fact that so many respondents referred to the perceived lack of ‘tools’, suggested that 

with additional services, additional options would become available and given the 

overlap between the target groups of the ASB fora and the Support Hubs, consideration 

must be given as to how these logical connections are made.   

 

Despite agreement that [the forums] “need other services around the table”, there was 

recognition of the real and pressing challenges affecting organisations.  

 

But for some services, there are clearly operational barriers (e.g., PSNI structures and 

shifts), and for others, the issues are more strategic (Org 4) 

 

For some, the solution could at least be partially found in the development of 

organisational directives. That is, “consistency from senior staff who say ‘this needs to 

happen’” 

 

Others however were not as confident in this approach and suggested that within their 

strategic context, the direction was not conducive to ongoing engagement in ASB 

forums, but caveated that their involvement would likely continue-alebit in a peripheral 

way.  

 

Within the reducing offending directorate, there is a position to engage young people, not 

involve them in the wider justice system (Org 3) 
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Key thematic issues (depends on who is around the table?) 

 

Whilst there was agreement that the forums were established and had continued to meet 

on the basis of responding to ASB, there was actually little consistency in how 

respondents described the forms of ASB that were most prevalent and of greatest priority. 

The evidence outlined above suggests that ASB as a term may not even be that helpful. 

Part of the reason for this is its ambiguity.   Ambiguity can cause confusion, can reduce 

alignment around key issues and confuses roles and responsibilities. Although some 

respondents referred to issues such as neighbourhood disputes, often (and sometimes 

wrongly) referred to as ‘low level ASB’, others described behaviours that were potentially 

criminal. What evidence suggests is that those involved in ASB are often also engaged in 

criminal behaviour. Additionally, victims and perpetrators can even be the same people 

with some overlap found in longitudinal studies. Themes were not well defined. Even in 

the same localities, some members described divergent thematic priorities indicating that 

this may be partially mediated by organisational priorities as opposed to objectives 

assessments of need and community priorities. The quantitative data confirmed that 

there were a number of themes emerging from the minutes such as disputes, substance 

use, violence in its various forms and property damage. Interview data combined with 

analyses of the written responses suggested that perspective varied significantly between 

the forums.  

 

In North Belfast for example, it appeared that the focus was predominantly on young 

people with contextual circumstances influencing the nature of the ASB causing greatest 

concern.  
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In north and west, ASB is very an area-based concern in terms of young people, on 

drinking, interface issues, bonfires and property damage but the response is a case 

management approach (Org 1) 

 

In North Belfast we have interface violence. The majority of ASB’s is around interface 

that involve groups of youths that are engaged in recreational rioting and because it’s 

interface it’s called sectarian. There’s fighting and drinking. It’s one of the major issues 

with regards to ASB and also the bonfire in August (Org 2) 

 

And despite the wider area-based concerns, concerns that are repeated in an often-

predictable way, the forum ‘…became about case management [because] at the time that 

suited [one organisation]’ (org 4).   

 

This is not the case in other forums. In Lisburn (case example 5) and in Derry (case 

example 2), the forums (or teams as known in Derry) applied a much more locality based 

approach. Interstingly in Lisburn, the forum surveyed the community and developed a 

coherent strategy aligned to the priorities that emerged in that survey. For both of these 

fora, young people were a particular priority.  

 

In other areas such as West Belfast, the focus was also predominantly on the behaviour of 

young people and in some parts, significant and potentially dangerous behaviour. But 

interface issues were less prominent than in North.  

 

In West, the issues border on criminal. There are questions around whether the forum 

needs to be discussing potentially criminal behaviour. This isn’t really ASB and not the 

business of the forum to hear how PSNI are dealing with the situation (Org 1) 
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The main theme in West has been predominantly dealing with disaffected youth entering 

the criminal justice system. Lots of them are in Housing Executive tenancies where their 

parents can’t control them and as a result it creates conflict within the estates with other 

households (Org 2) 

 

 And it appeared that despite the challenges of responding to the various behaviours of 

young people considered antisocial, it was young men who appeared to be a particular 

priority for these forums, an observation that was also found in other ASB forums such as 

Ards (case example 1), Derry (case example 2), Fermanagh (case example 4) and Lisburn 

(case example 5) .  

 

Yes, in general it’s young people and specifically it’s young men (Org 3) 

 

Young men are the most difficult to deal with as they see themselves as having nothing to 

lose; I find myself trying to get them to recognise the impact on their own family and 

neighbourhoods, but they struggle to empathise. We have involved Youth Justice Agency 

directly in the Forum because of the number of youths coming to our attention who are 

the subject to Court Orders (Org 2)  

 

If this is the case, by more coherently defining the target group and thematic foci, 

responses could be more logically connected to these. That said, there was some issues 

raised by one organisation on the perceived suitability of the forums to respond to youth 

related issues.  

 

There was a lot of duplication-we had a prevent and deter forum of young people on the 

periphery and they were also appearing on the ASBO forum. Kids being referred into 

the ASBO forum should be dealt with separately (Org 3) 
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Although the minutes for South and East were analysed together given the forum 

structure, qualitative data appeared to suggest distinctions between the two.  

 

In south, it is more adult related ASB like neighbourhood disputes within social housing

 (Org 1) 

 

In East, the issues being monitored were related to tenancy there wasn’t very much from 

PSNI or other organisations (Org 1) 

 

To be honest the majority of the cases in South seemed to be Housing Associations and 

they would have their Housing officers attend the meeting who knew all the finer details 

about the case (Org 2) 

 

Effectiveness 

 

A significant proportion of the interview schedule focused on the development and 

function of the ASB forums. These were important to understand. However, it was also 

critical to gauge subjective perspectives on the relative impact of the forums-an increased 

understanding of how effective they were.  

 

There was fairly consistent agreement on the importance of having conversations with 

partners and sharing potentially sensitive information.  

 

As a result of the forum and legislation it allows me to have confidential conversations. 

This is the main benefit (Org 1) 
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Someone said that the main reason we’re doing it is to share information (Org 3) 

 

However, the upshot of focussing only on interaction, was that forums avoided action.  

 

It was a tick box exercise -all we did was speak to them and the same characters were 

coming up and nothing was really being done about it but there is so much potential in 

it. If we could get the right people who could make decisions (Org 2) 

 

As useful as it could be, this element was perceived to be neutralised by inaction.   

 

Reading the minutes across East and West, it’s just a ream of notes about the same people 

with no action We need a proper template -what organisations should be involved and 

what actions are available to the forum, are these having any effect (Org 1) 

 

I found that they had become a bit unorganised…cases raised weren’t showing and no 

follow up action had been taken…It became a bit like a box ticking exercise, talked 

about cases but never really achieved anything as not all relevant agencies were always in 

attendance. As there appears to be no feedback/ follow up/action plan on the cases 

discussed is there any point in them being held (Org 2)   

 

Evidence from the case examples however illustrate that others have had more success. 

Some forums have indeed developed processes that orient members towards actions that 

they can be held accountable for (see for example case examples 2, 4, 5 and 6) . Even in 

the context of Belfast, respondents pointed to alternative forums, often dealing with 

similar issues that did have a well-defined process for reviewing and responding to 

concerns.  

 



 37 

In these [other] forums if a name of a kid comes in, a letter goes out maybe a visit and 

monitoring (Org 1)  

  

[other forums] are more protective/supportive and there’s more people around the table. 

So, if it was a safeguarding issue then social services took the lead. There’s also 

intervention funding if the forum needed a specific issue addressed (Org 3) 

 

The focus on measures of deterrence and legislative powers to respond to ASB in 

communities was seen as an important tool for some respondents.  

 

The visits are really useful and so are the early warning letters. NIHE are really good at 

mediation services (Org 4)  

 

However, a focus on enforcement and deterrence was not welcomed by all respondents. 

In fact, the focus on legislative powers and perceived punitive approaches was cited as a 

reason for some organisations to disengage from the forums, particularly as evidence had 

emerged in the fields of earlier intervention, violence prevention and psychological 

trauma.  

 

The focus is on legislative powers. A case will come to the forum and if any action is 

taken, its usually warning letters, ABC’s or ASBO’s (Org 1) 

 

The focus at the minute is on legislative powers but there is a need for a local area plan 

(Org 4) 
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The forums focus on orders, on ASBOs and these can lead to criminalisation of young 

people. We have been reluctant to bring names to the forum on that basis. We refer to it 

as the ASBO forum. I haven’t sat on it in two years (Org 3) 

 

Interestingly, few respondents called for a graded response based on evidence. In one of 

the few examples, a respondent suggested that there was a need to understand behaviours 

in the context they take place and connect these to wider understandings of what works 

for whom and under what conditions. On this basis, action could be better defined.  

 

In West, there are cases where ASBOs were given, and it had no effect and there are cases 

where the first visit was effective. We need to be cleverer about what actions to take for 

who and when (Org 1) 

 

The potential effectiveness of the forums appeared to be tempered by respondents’ 

perceptions around the limitations of the current membership and lack of connectivity to 

other structures and forums. Through these, it was proposed that additional assets could 

be leveraged and where vulnerable individuals required supports, they could connect 

them to these. This development could create new and more innovative pathways for 

individuals presenting to the ASB forum and provide alternatives to the exercise of 

legislative powers.  

 

It would be really useful to see how we can link to the other forums. I don’t think there is 

any understanding of them at the minute or how we connect to them (Org 1) 

 

In the future, it would be useful if the ASB forum could link with other forums. That 

way, the forum has teeth, it can action things and it can connect up to other, more 

innovative hubs (Org 3) 
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This may be a feasible approach. The case examples illustrate that connections to 

structures such as PCSP, support hubs and family support hubs can be achieved and 

potentially enhance their effectiveness. In areas such as Ards (case example 1), Derry (case 

example 2), Fermanagh (case example 4) and in Lisburn (case example 5), these pathways 

already exist.  

 

The bottom line is that there is little evidence on effectiveness across the forums 

principally because there is nothing to benchmark this against. There is insufficient 

evidence of a coherent rationale for the forum, an identification of strategic needs within 

their respective localities and as a result, there is a paucity of evidence that these needs are 

responded to in a strategic and evidence informed way. Without these parameters, 

processes cannot be established, actions cannot be implemented, and results cannot be 

measured. If these ‘anchors’ were established, it would go some way in mitigating the 

issues outlined by this respondent.  

 

I’ve no idea about success in the North. There’s no mechanism to record it anyway (Org) 

 

Challenges 
 

Despite the quantitative and qualitative findings thus far being replete with the 

challenges experienced by ASB forums and their members across Belfast, there are a 

number of specific challenges that are worth labelling in the sense that they foreground 

the recommendations and potential direction of the forums as they continue to evolve.  

 

Coherency  
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ASB is not a very helpful term insofar as it requires additional efforts to understand what 

is meant within a given context and active efforts to gain alignment around this array of 

subjective meanings.  

 

There is a big issue around language and how we understand ASB and its variation 

(Org 4) 

 

Without this alignment, there is a danger that there will continue to be insufficient 

clarity around the forum, its purpose and the roles of organisation that take part.  

 

In west, they are keen to formalise the forum as there was a sense that the members 

weren’t sure what they were meeting for. It is the same in the East-there is no clear 

objective (org 1) 

 

We need to start from asking some basic questions like, what is it you’re trying to resolve, 

what is the evidence? Once you define the problem, it’s easier to define the roles and 

responsibilities (Org 4)  

 

Connectivity to the community  

 

There is a challenge to members from members around how connected they are to the 

community. To paraphrase one respondent, ASB exists within the community but the 

ASB forums do not involve the community. In fact, ‘nobody knows it exists’ (org 1). This is 

potentially problematic as issues are not generally emerging from the community unless 

they are filtered up from local complaints, but even, the optics of how ASB is responded 

to is obscured by their almost clandestine facilitation.  
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The community are not aware of the forums. There is never a case where a member of the 

public makes the forum aware (Org 2) 

 

Conversely, there are examples of locality based approaches through structures such as 

the Support Hubs that are outward facing and indeed require the consent of victims, as 

well as those engaged in issues such as ASB to be referred into support services. Moving 

forward, the ASB forums in Belfast should consider their functions and how these 

connect to the community and wider strategic structures to enable them to more fully 

achieve their aims, something that has already been achieved by other ASB fora (see case 

examples). The fact that Belfast is now progressing towards piloting a Support Hub (DOJ, 

2021) is an opportunity to explore how the hub can connect to and complement the 

function of the forums in Belfast.   

 

Decision making 
 
Respondents generally perceived that the forums are limited in their capacity to respond 

to a range of issues. This is particularly the case when the issues coming to the attention 

of the forums are underpinned by a range of complex psycho-social issues such as mental 

health, substance use, addiction and trauma. There was a sense amongst respondents that 

whilst there were some options available to them as a forum, there was no process to 

guide decision making and as a result decision making was inconsistent.  

 

We need some parameters around actions. Where these are agreed, there’s no timeframe 

for say, a visit to be facilitated. That means that we can’t really review things at 

subsequent meetings (Org 1) 
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There is no template or series of actions that you could basically follow and see where an 

individual is and then make decisions. There is no tangible impact from sharing 

information (Org 2) 

 

Whilst there is always the need to apply discretion and practice wisdom, these 

respondents from two different organisations suggested that a framework could help 

guide decision making and with this tool, investment in the forums could be increased.  

 
By applying one of a limited number of deterrence measures, there is the added risk of 

increasing vulnerability of individuals. By increasing the options available to forums by 

developing more coherent pathways into and out from them, the vulnerability of 

individuals, and the longer-term prevalence of ASB (however they are locally defined) 

could be reduced.  

 

The referral pathways are not clear (Org 1) 

 

If the information sharing could be overcome, then this could add real value.  There’s 

people in the area who know, and they would be good sources of contact and a good 

method of engaging the young people, but we can’t access people like that now (Org 2) 

 

There are all sorts of potential pathways. Like the ASB forum could be a pathway into 

the diversionary forum or the support hub (Org 3) 

 

However, this requires consideration of accountability. As one respondent noted, the 

issue of a secretariat to administratively and strategically support forums, as well as hold 

them to account is critical if the ASB forums are to succeed.  
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The reason why the forum never really went anywhere was because it wasn’t really 

anyone’s responsibility (Org 3) 

 

In general, there is no oversight and there is no ownership (Org 2) 

 

…there are questions around Who do they report to? Where do issues go to? What is the 

process to direct issues to where they need to go to? (Org 4)  

  

There was agreement that the forums, if they continued, would need to be situated 

within a more coherent and contemporary strategic framework. Several suggested that 

PCSP, however others noted the potential difficulties with this. For example, the PSNI, as 

a member of the ASB forum, is also a member of the PCSP and is also accountable to the 

Policing Board.  That said, the specific body was less important than the function they 

would provide-oversight and accountability.  

 

The structures of the PCSP are rigid and may be able to hold the forum to account. You 

have the political accountability.  The crux of it is that there needs to be a remit and 

actionable outcomes measured by someone (Org 3) 

 

Consistency  

 

If there is a need for greater coherence at a strategic level, there is an equally pressing 

need for consistency amongst the membership both in terms of representation and the 

frequency with which they attend.  
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There needs to be a dedicated person like the sergeant attending instead of the 

community police officers. Someone who has an overarching overview of what is going 

on (Org 2) 

  

PSNI involvement was later limited to who was on duty that day, they weren’t prepared 

and hadn’t read minutes. You need a dedicated person (Org 1) 

 

This issue is not new. In a previous review of the fora in 2012, the central role of policing 

was noted with recommendations for a dedicated officer to attend meetings. The impact 

of inconsistent representation meant that ‘There is no one to decide that things have to 

happen. No one formulates agendas. We ask for information and it never comes back. You lose 

heart.’ (Org 2) 

 

 

Role of paramilitaries, community confidence and legitimacy 

 

Although the legacy challenges did not appear as particular priorities, several respondents 

did refer to the ongoing issue of organised crime and paramilitaries. Within this context, 

communities, and individuals within them are at elevated risk of being threatened or 

exploited. Without effective community representation and indeed without addressing 

ongoing issues of legitimacy, there is a risk that increases in ASB are responded to 

violently.  

 

The biggest challenge is communities wanting immediate action and immediate change 

of cases they report to the Forum. There is still a tendency to not want to engage with the 

criminal justice system, not wanting to give statements, or attend Court for enforcement, 

and the feeling among many victims of ASB is that the Courts are too lenient anyway; 
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so, they turn to paramilitaries. Quite a number of people discussed at the forum become 

victims of extreme violence (Org 2) 

 

Again, this is an area where contemporary evidence is emerging. Through the Tackling 

Paramilitarism Programme (TPP), a series of evidence informed initiatives have 

developed. Now in its second phase, it is likely that the vulnerabilities this programme 

seeks to understand and respond to are often the same as those coming to the attention of 

the ASB forums. This is another area where the strategic refinement of the forums could 

be informed by additional novel and effective responses.  

  

All the more reason for ASB forums to consider how to effectively engage with 

communities and apply some of the learning that has emerged from elsewhere. As the 

case examples illustrate, ASB forums do not necessarily need to be tied to the parameters 

of the past. Other forums have evolved differently and in doing so, overcome some of the 

challenges noted throughout this report (see fig 7). 
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Figure 7: Regional variation 

  

 

Community trigger 
 

The Antisocial Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act (2014) streamlined existing provision 

to deal with ASB in England and Wales and introduced the ASB case review or 

‘community trigger’ (Heap, 2021).  Conceptually, there is significant utility in the process-a 

process which fundamentally is intended to ‘put victims first’ (Home Office, 2012). In fact, 

the ‘community trigger’ or ‘case review’ process was a flagship policy of the 

conservative/liberal democract coalition which began in 2010. The community trigger 

places a responsibility on panels to consider if the threshold for review has been made 

and if it has, investigate and take action. A particularly novel aspect of the community 

trigger process, is the legal requirement for panels to make the public aware of what this 
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process is and how to activate it. If implemented as intended, this is highly important 

from a victimology perspective. We know that like crime, ASB is underreported and 

estimates of its prevalence are likely to be underestimated. Through the community 

trigger process, a panel would provide a space for the community to bring a case to their 

attention when they are not content that the issues have been suitably considered or 

effectively dealt with. Thompson et al (2017) summarise the potential of the community 

trigger: 

 

Used well, the Community Trigger has the potential to capture repeat anti-social 

behaviour early on and force local agencies to take action. This is likely to be extremely 

cost-effective in the long run because situations of anti-social behaviour, if not taken 

seriously at the outset, can often become so complex that many more resources need to be 

devoted to tackling them. We also know that unchecked, anti-social behaviour can 

sometimes lead to far more serious behaviour, such as serious violence or gang activity. 

Early intervention is highlighted as a key way of preventing these issues from escalating. 

The Community Trigger can offer an opportunity not just to support victims but also 

identify vulnerable perpetrators, whose behaviour could be stemmed by earlier 

intervention. (P15)  

 

Given this potential, there is some interest in considering how that process might work 

in the NI context.  

 

The community trigger might work and make people think and actually hold people 

accountable and anything that does that is good. One thing I noticed back then, a lot of 

stuff came up about social services and they weren’t there. Time and time again there 

were child protection issues and social services weren’t attending. They might not be 
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named in the protocol, but it would be worth looking at. You have young girls lying in 

entries with crowds around them. We would see it as a child protection issues (Org 2) 

 

Consistent with the literature, evaluations of the community trigger processes in England 

and Wales illustrate that there is a fundamental issue with language, principally because 

interpretations of ASB are so ambiguous (Herrera, 2018; Heap, 2021). Therefore, 

coherence across responses become more difficult. A report by the Victims 

Commissioner and Nottingham Trent University (2019), found that there is often a 

conflation between what are generally considered to be nuisance behaviours and 

potentially criminal behaviours. Whilst both can be problematic for victims, their 

etiology often differs. Given these different root causes, responses should be nuanced if 

there are to have any meaningful impact. However, they are not considered in these 

nuanced ways.  

 

The guidance is that the community trigger should be activated where cases exceed a 

threshold of three reported incidents. Once activated, the panel must consider the case. 

However, research by Heap and Herrera (2018) found that local authorities tended to 

develop their own thresholds for convening the panel. Further, there is little evidence 

that the panels implement a coherent or consistent process for considering, 

communicating and dealing with the issues before them. As a result, there have been calls 

to standardise the process so that members of the public know how to activate the review 

but also know how their case will be dealt with by the multi-agency panel.  

 

Whilst the community trigger provides a mechanism for the public to engage with 

statutory agencies and have their case/s reviewed, in practice, this has been more complex 

(Heap and Herrera, 2018). Despite the legal requirement for local government authorities 

to publicise the review process, researchers have found that in practice, information is 
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sometimes located in places that are difficult to access without prior knowledge of their 

existence.  

 

Rather, victims are not aware of the community trigger and therefore cannot activate it 
or have given up entirely on getting any help with the problems they are experiencing  

 

This is unsurprising given that a YouGov poll found that only 3% of people surveyed 

were aware of the trigger and only 16% of Police and Crime Commissioner websites 

posted relevant information (ASB Help, 2016).  Duggan and Heap (2014) suggested that 

the process was so bureaucractic that the net effect was that victims were either unaware 

of them, or unwilling to navigate them. This led to Heap (2016) to suggest that greater 

emphasis was required to communicate to the public how best to access the community 

triggers. In a later study, Heap (2021) continued to find that publicity around the review 

process was limited, accessibility was limited and despite the objective of being public 

facing, data was often difficult to obtain.   

 

Another issue is that for those who are able to access information regarding the panel and 

make a case to it, expectations do not often match the response. Members of the public 

often expect that their case will be dealt with quickly and effectively. This is generally not 

the case and communication has been considered poor. Responses can often take 

considerable time and responses are rarely recorded or reported as being effective (i.e., 

having a tangible impact on the problem or measurably reducing incidents of ASB).  

 

In practice, the community trigger has not been widely used. The Victims 

Commissioner’s report in 2019 found that on average only 2.6 triggers were activated in 

each LGA on an annual basis. Whilst this may be partially explained by the fact that the 

public in some cases at least appear unaware of the panels, or remain unconvinced by 
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their capacity to address issues, it could also be explained by the lack of accountability. 

There is no lead at government level for ASB, and as a result, nobody holds the panels to 

account for their delivery (Thompson et al, 2017). Without effective implementation, it is 

of no surprise that Heap (2018) illustrated that these community triggers have not been 

effective in addressing the prevalence of, or longer terms effects of ASB. In fact, in some 

cases, their implementation made the experience worse.  

 

In summary, despite the legal footing, the community trigger has not achieved its desired 

outcomes, has not contributed to a reduction in ASB, and some of the reasons for this 

may include a lack of alignment on the definition, a lack of community engagement, a 

lack of accountability and a lack of connectivity between evidence and the issues that the 

panels are presented with. Indeed, some of the issues experienced by the case review 

panels or community triggers, are similar to those experienced by the ASB forums. 

However, what the community trigger process does provide is the basis for community 

engagement, something that is almost completely absent from the current iteration of the 

Belfast ASB forums. That said, in other areas such as Derry (see case examples), which 

apply a locality planning approach, membership is much wider and opportunities for the 

public to inform the work of these ASB forums (or community safety teams) is enhanced. 

Further, the Support Hubs provide the potential for victims of ASB to both receive 

support and to highlight their experiences to statutory agencies, a function not too 

dissimiliar to that of the trigger. So rather than replicate the community trigger, 

consideration could be given as to how existing structures could be leveraged to provide 

this function for victims to connect to supports and ensure that their difficulties are 

responded to.  

 

As one respondent noted: 
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There is a very ad hoc approach to community triggers. Legislation does not provide 

a format and statistics around its use. It’s all piecemeal across the UK so   if we need to 

do community triggers-there will need to be additional membership and the ASB forums 

won’t be in its existing format (Org 2) 

 

Conclusions and recommendations  
 

ASB fora developed at a particular point in time.  The ASBO legislation in NI provided 

the impetus for a joined-up approach and for the consideration of antisocial behaviour at 

a local level and provided the legal basis to share sensitive and confidential information 

in these spaces.  

 

ASB forums developed at a time where few other partnership structures were being 

actively implemented. So, in this context, the fora were potentially innovative. In the 

time that has passed however, other developments have taken place, including legislation 

that has facilitated proactive approaches to joined up commissioning and delivery. 

Additionally, a number of reviews have taken place (2007; 2012) and in many ways, this 

review, and the key recommendations extend those outlined in 2007 and 2012.  

 

Critically, the purpose and function of the ASB fora is currently unclear across Belfast, 

and their relationship to other complementary fora is highly variable.  

 

For me, we need to ask if the membership is fit for purpose. It was years ago but things 

have moved on. (Org 1)  
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This review has also been timely as policy makers respond to the wider consultation on 

ASB legislation. It also comes as an evaluation of the wider support hub approach has 

been published.   

 

Throughout the report, consideration was given to the partnership, the target 

populations, the nature of ASB and the response. Taken together, this can be summarised 

as accountability, process, action and impact and collectively, how these are measured.  

 

For me, it all needs stripped back. The idea is good, but it needs structure, and it needs 

process (Org 1) 

 

It is interesting to note that despite the consistency of comments such as these, a previous 

review did in fact develop a process map (see fig 8). However, few respondents were 

aware of this, indicating that it either lacked function, feasibility or was not 

communicated during handovers.   

 

 
Figure 8: ASB forum process 
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Whilst useful, the process outlined in fig. 8 appears outdated as it fails to take account of 

the broader representation that could be required, the wider resources that are potentially 

available and the contemporary fora that connect to the theme of ASB.  

 

If the fora continue, respondents consistently reported that the membership requires a 

review and should reflect the expertise that is required to consider and respond to the 

issues brought to each forum. In particular, youth issues appear to be particularly 

challenging. Despite this, the role of YJA appears limited and there is generally not 

consistent representation from EANI youth services.  

 

Other forums are working closer together. It’s predominantly youth issues. EA are not 

part of the forums and there is a need to think about others as well like the community 

(Org 1) 

 

Consistency has been cited as a significant issue. However, this review suggest that 

consistency issues may in part be mediated by the lack of accountability and the lack of 

coherent process within forums. Taken together, the optics are challenging as it appears 

that actions are limited and there is no structure to hold forums to account.  

 

It needs to sit regularly and present outcomes (Org 1) 

 

There is a need to situate the ASB fora within the wider strategic context, including how 

the fora complement or duplicates the activities of other structures such as the early 

intervention forums led by YJA, the family support hubs led by CYPSP and the support 

hubs led by council.  
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There are other similar forums like the early intervention forum that YJA have. They 

have some capacity to actually engage with the young people coming through the forums 

and this in some ways has taken over the role of the forums in practice (Org 1) 

 

Despite the potential for ASB fora to access additional resources via these other hubs, 

respondents did not see the potential difficulties with this. In particular, the lack of 

coherency across the fora and protocols for taking decisions appear central and therefore 

a terms of reference could provide a useful tool.  

  

Probation is not there. Trust is not there (health and social care). Mental health is not 

there. The pathway to the hub could be for support but the hub is voluntary but many 

people coming to the attention of the forum might not consent. At the forum, the 

individual doesn’t know we’re talking about them but when we approach them, we 

could offer a referral. There needs to be a decision around who takes that to hub (Org 2) 

 

An illustrative example of this terms of reference is presented in appendix 8.  

 

Recommendations 
 

1. Accountability  - Greater accountability is required across the forums. In order to 

achieve this, an existing structure could house the fora and provide secretariat 

support.  It is recommended that a working group is established to consider how 

this might be taken forward and how existing structures could perform this 

function.   

 

2. Rationalisation - ASB forums require rationalisation. This means that there is a 

pressing need for members to agree on the purpose, the aims, an alignment on the 
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priority needs for the forum, roles and responsibilities and the process that 

connects pathways into and out of the forum.  

 

This should be a facilitated process with each forum. A public health approach 

could be of significant utility and structured processes such as Common Purpose 

(Walsh, 2019; Walsh, 2021) may provide the basis for this. An outline of the steps 

involved in CP is outlined in appendix 9. It is recommened that whatever process 

is chosen, the working group should ensure this take place in the first instance, to 

be overseen by a steering group in the second instance.  

 

3. Locality based approach - There is real potential for the fora to extend beyond 

case management and explore a locality planning approach. Evidence suggests 

that ASB is highly concentrated and often predictable. Case examples illustrate 

that locality-based approaches have significant utility. It is recommended that the 

thematic priorities adopted by the working group are proximally related to the 

specific needs of the areas they serve and are logically connected to a range of 

administrative and empirical evidence.  

 

4. Youth related ASB - Youth related ASB and adult related ASB vary considerably, 

and even when their presentations appear similar, responses require a nuanced 

approach. What works for adults will not necessarily be equally effective for 

youth. There is a need to differentiate between the two much more systematically. 

As the process evolves, there is a need to explicitly consider responses to perceived 

youth ASB in a formal way that also connects to ‘what works’ evidence. Appendix 

7 is an illustrative example of how that process may be facilitated.   
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5. Membership - If young people will continue to be considered by the ASB fora, 

there is a pressing need to review and extend membership that draws on emerging 

evidence around the importance of multidisciplinary perspectives and joined up 

approaches. Specifically, there is a need for consistent representations from YJA, 

social services, public health, housing associations and statutory youth services.  

 

Despite the challenges with information sharing, other fora have demonstrated an 

ability to actively engage voluntary and community organisations. This could add 

real value, particularly if the focus changes from case management toward locality 

planning given that these groups have the capacity to respond in preventative 

ways at short notice.  

 

6. Evidence - There is an evidence deficit. This deficit is associated with the extent to 

which forums connect ‘what works’ to the needs being presented as much as it 

relates to objectively reporting on outputs and outcomes. This deficit could be 

addressed via the development of a framework that would embed evidence within 

the operations of the fora.  

 

7. Community trigger - Despite its potential utility, the community trigger has 

experienced similar challenges as the forums have in Belfast. As a result, it would 

appear prudent to consider the future of the fora and implement the 

recommendations proposed here before consideration of extending the 

community trigger process. Without these strategic, structural, process and 

operational amendments, it is likely that the implementation of the trigger would 

result in similar experiences as those in England and Wales and potentially 

exacerbate challenges within the forums. Further, consideration could be given as 

to how existing structures such as the Support Hubs could provide the same (or 
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enhanced) functions which the trigger provides for. Although, this must also 

recognise that referrals through the support hubs are through members of the hub 

and not by self referral.  
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Appendix 1: case example 1 
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Appendix 2: case example 2 
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Appendix 3: case example 3 
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Appendix 4: case example 4 
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Appendix 5: case example 5 
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Appendix 6: case example 6 
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Priority issues: e.g. Disputes, substance use, property 

damage, interpersonal violence, noise, 
tenancy issues 

Approach:  Locality/case/mixed  
Membership:  Based on the above could include Council, 

NIHE, PSNI,  Trust, YJA, Youth Services 
Sample process for each ASB forum meeting 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Chair sends 
minutes and 

agenda ahead 

Chair convenes 
meeting 

What is the 
specific issue? 

Who is the target 
ind/group? 
What is the 
evidence? 

Potential impact? 
Actions to date? 

 

Aligned to the 
forum remit? 

Yes 

No 
Referral? 

No 

Yes 

What works? 

Family support 
Hubs 

Youth diversion 
 
 
 

Actions 
Agreed 

Implementation  
 
 

Preventative 
Supportive 
Protective  

Suppressive  
 
 

E.g. Visits, mediation, orders, noise 
monitor, hot spot policing, targeted 
youth delivery, mentoring, outreach,   

 
 

Youth  Non-
Youth  

Referral
? 

Review of options 
 
 

Yes 

No 

Presentation 
 
 
 

Appendix 7: Terms of reference (illustrative example) 
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The above ToR is an illustrative example of what could emerge from a facilitated process of 
determining: 
 
Alignment on the role of the ASB forum 
A clear definition of the local ASB priorities  
A review of the factors driving these specific forms of ASB 
A review of the evidence that logically connects drivers to prevention 
 
There are a number of ways that this process may be facilitated, however one is provided as 
an example in appendix x.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 69 

 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 8: The Common Purpose Framework  
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