Youth
Criminal
Justice
Act

The YCJA is a Canadian law setting out the justice system for youth aged 12 to 17 who are
charged with an offence. It says youth should be accountable for their actions while also
recognizing they are children who make mistakes. The Act gives youth an opportunity to mature,
learn from their mistakes, accept the consequences of their actions and make amends. The YCJA
also says how long youth criminal records last, depending on the outcome and the offence.

How does the youth criminal justice system work?
A police officer has good reason to believe a youth has
broken the law. The police can choose to lay charges or not.

Police charge the youth with an offence
under Canada’s Criminal Code.

Police contact the youth’s
parents or guardians.

Police release
the youth
until the court
hearing. They
give the youth
a Promise to
Appear or
Recognizance
saying when to
appear in court.

Police do not lay charges and use
extrajudicial measures instead.

Police take no
further action.

Police detain the youth. At a bail hearing, a
judge or justice of the peace decides if the youth
should remain in custody until the court hearing.
The court will not release the youth if:
•

the youth has been charged with a serious
offence or a second offence, and

•

it is likely the youth will not appear in court
or will commit a serious offence, or the
circumstances justify detention, and

•

no release conditions are suitable.

A serious offence is an indictable offence for
which the maximum punishment for an adult is
five years or more in jail.
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A Crown prosecutor (lawyer for the
government) reviews the case. The youth can
have a lawyer too. (All youth are eligible to get
a lawyer through Legal Aid Alberta.) The youth
could either go to court or to a program.

Programs require the youth
to complete actions with the
support of a probation officer
or youth justice committee.
Actions include:
•

addiction counselling

•

community service

•

apologizing

•

helping the victim of their
crime

If the youth does not complete
a program, they may have
to go to court. They can also
choose to go to court instead
of completing a program.

At the trial, a judge will listen
to the Crown prosecutor
and the youth’s lawyer
before deciding if the youth
is guilty of the offence.

If the judge finds the youth guilty, the judge will sentence the youth.
The sentence will reflect the youth’s maturity and the seriousness of
the crime. Sentences can include:
•

community service

•

prison

•

criminal record

•

payment for damaged property

•

completion of a program

Police refer
the youth to
a program
for help.

Police give
the youth
a warning
or caution.

If the judge
finds the youth
not guilty,
they are free
to go. The
case is over.

The Crown prosecutor can request an adult sentence for the youth if:
•

the youth was at least 14 years old when the crime was
committed,

•

it is an offence for which an adult could be jailed more than two
years, and

•

the Crown prosecutor proves the youth behaved like an adult
such that a youth sentence would not be long enough to hold
the youth accountable for their actions.
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