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Summary

Children’s social care comprises a set of vital services which support

some of our most vulnerable children. This inquiry was launched by our
predecessor Education Committee in December 2023 and aimed to take

a broad look at the system as a whole, assessing the current state of
children’s social care and making recommendations for reform. Following
the 2024 General Election and the establishment of the new Committee, we
agreed to take forward this work and conclude the inquiry.

Our inquiry follows several reviews of and reports into the state of children’s
social care, most notably the Independent Review of Children’s Social

Care, which published its final report in 2022. The evidence we heard
demonstrates that many of the problems highlighted by the Review persist.
Increases in need coupled with stretched budgets and a lack of serious
attention to reform have resulted in a system characterised by spiralling
costs to local authorities and poor experiences and outcomes for children.
The Department must issue a comprehensive response to the Independent
Review of Children’s Social Care setting out which recommendations have
already been taken forward and a timeline and funding estimate for those
which have not. It should ensure that it is engaging with care-experienced
young people in all areas of its work on children’s social care and encourage
local authorities to do the same.

Rising need

There has been rising need for children’s social care over the past decade,
with the number of looked-after children standing at 83,630 in 2024—an
increase of over 20% since 2014. There are a number of reasons for this rise
in need, including reduction in support for early intervention; an increase

in the number of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children; rising poverty
and cost-of-living pressures; and an increase in referrals for extra-familial
harms. The Government must address the factors outside the care system
which are contributing to the rise in need and take action in its forthcoming
Child Poverty Strategy to significantly reduce the number of children
growing up in financial hardship. The Government must ensure that a
significant majority of the new funding announced in the Spending Review is
allocated to early intervention programmes and work towards bringing the
level of funding for early intervention back to 2010 levels.



Supply of placements

There are severe shortages of appropriate placements for children in care,
leading to rising numbers of children being placed far from their local
area. In 2024, 45% of looked-after children were placed outside of their
local authority, and 22% were placed over 20 miles from home, which had
distressing impacts on the children involved. The Department for Education
must publish a national sufficiency strategy for children’s social care,
require all local authorities to develop and publish strategies for reducing
the number of out-of-area placements, and work with local authorities to
share and scale up examples of good practice.

We heard concerning reports of excessive profits being made by some
providers and the risk of financial failure among large providers, leading
us to conclude that the children’s social care market is not delivering for
children or for local authorities. The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill
includes a number of provisions to reform the children’s social care market
which we hope will help to address this; the Department for Education
should set out how it will monitor the impact of these reforms and commit
to updating Parliament on an annual basis on the impact they are having.
If the Department decides to introduce a cap on profits for providers

of children’s social care, it must consult this Committee on the draft
regulations before they are laid before Parliament.

The care system

The inquiry looked at all forms of children’s social care, including foster
care, adoption, kinship care and residential care, as well as care for
disabled children. We heard that there are serious shortages of foster
carers, with an additional 6,500 needed to fill the gaps. The Department for
Education must put in place a national fostering strategy to complement
the existing strategies for adoption and kinship care and should work with
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government to ensure that
housing policy is designed to support the recruitment of foster carers.

Kinship care is an essential part of the care system and kinship carers must
have enough support so that they are not left to struggle as a result of
taking children into their care. The Department for Education should ensure
that the financial support available in its forthcoming kinship allowance
pilot is on a par with that given to foster carers, and it should legislate for
entitlements to kinship leave at the earliest opportunity. The Department for
Education should also review the educational support available to adopted
children and make funding for the Adoption and Special Guardianship
Support Fund permanent to end the annual cliff-edge of uncertainty faced
by families as they wait for funding to be renewed.



The Department for Education’s focus is on supporting children to live in
kinship or foster care, rather than in children’s homes; we agree that this
focus is the right one, but this should not come at the expense of developing
and maintaining high-quality residential care for children who need it.

We heard that some children had been placed in unsuitable supported
accommodation such as barges and caravans with little or no support,
which is clearly unacceptable. The new regulation and inspection regime is
an important step in the right direction, but the Department must develop
universal standards of care that apply to all homes, including supported
accommodation. There is a serious problem with recruitment and retention
in the social care workforce, with high turnover and overstretched staff
exacerbating the instability experienced by children in care and increasing
the risk of safeguarding concerns being overlooked. The Department for
Education should develop a workforce strategy for children’s social care
setting out how it will address this.

Many of the issues we heard about within the broader children’s social care
system were echoed in the evidence relating to disabled children’s care.
We heard about lack of access to short breaks and respite care, parents
struggling to understand and navigate the system, and inappropriate
assessments being conducted by social services which focus on child
protection rather than on support for parents. The Department for
Education must set out how it will implement the proposals in the Law
Commission’s review of disabled children’s social care and introduce
national eligibility criteria for disabled children’s social care, which should
be clearly communicated to families.

It is essential that there is a strong system of mental health support for
children in care. Children in care have experienced trauma, abuse and
neglect, and they are over four times more likely to suffer from emotional
or mental health problems than their peers, but the support available is
falling far short of what is needed. The Department for Education should
work with the Department of Health and Social Care to pilot setting up
co-located mental health services between children’s social care and Child
and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and must strengthen

the role of mental health in health assessments of children in care. The
Department for Education must also take forward the recommendation of
the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care to introduce an opt-out
model of independent advocacy for all children in care.

If appropriate for the child and done carefully and effectively and with a
primary focus on safeguarding, reunification of children with their birth
families can be a positive way of supporting children to leave care, but we
heard that there is currently not enough of a focus on reunification within



Government or local authorities. The Department for Education should
evaluate existing reunification practice and publish national guidance on
reunification.

Keeping children safe

The number of children on child protection plans has been falling slowly
since 2019; however, we heard that this does not reflect a reduction in the
prevalence of child abuse and neglect. In particular, neglect is on the rise
and the Department for Education does not appear to have a clear strategy
for addressing it. The Department for Education should make funding
available for a national survey on the prevalence of the different types of
abuse and neglect and put in place a national neglect strategy to set out
how it will reduce the incidence of neglect. There is also an urgent need to
take forward the recommendations of the Independent Inquiry into Child
Sexual Abuse.

The Department for Education has made some welcome steps towards
increasing Ofsted’s powers of intervention in the Children’s Wellbeing and
Schools Bill, but some key gaps in regulation remain, most notably the
worrying practice of using handcuffs to transport children between settings.
We are concerned that fear of negative Ofsted ratings is causing providers
to refuse children with complex needs, putting more pressure on an already
overstretched sector. Ofsted and the Department for Education should
ensure that the inspection system that replaces single-word judgements
does not penalise providers who take on children with complex needs.

Leaving care

We heard disturbing evidence regarding the poor outcomes for care leavers
across a range of measures. 39% of care leavers aged 19-21 are not in
education, training or employment and a third of care leavers become
homeless within two years of leaving care. We spoke to care-experienced
young people who told us of experiencing homelessness, struggling
financially, and having to reduce time spent in education in order to support
themselves after turning 18. This is unacceptable. The state has a grave
responsibility to the children it takes into its care, and these outcomes are
simply not good enough.

The Department for Education must develop a National Care Offer and work
with other departments to review and improve the financial and housing
support available to care leavers. The Department for Work and Pensions
must exempt care leavers from its proposed plans to reduce Universal
Credit support for those aged under 22 and ensure that care leavers are
prioritised for access to support through the Youth Guarantee.

4



1 The state of children’s
social care in England

Our inquiry

Children’s social care is the vital suite of services which support some of our
most vulnerable children, including early help and support, child protection,
support for disabled children, foster care, children’s residential care,
adoption services, and support for kinship carers. Over the last few years,
increasing concerns have been raised about the state of children’s social
care, with a significant increase in the number of children entering the care
system, funding for early help and support services in decline and a sharp
increase in spend on crisis interventions. At the same time, and despite the
commitment and dedication of many professionals who work in children’s
social care, the outcomes for care-experienced young people are shockingly
poor. This is clearly demonstrated in the high proportion of people who
become homeless or enter the criminal justice system in the years after
leaving care, in poor education and employment outcomes, and poor
mental health outcomes. It is in this context that the previous Education
Select Committee decided to undertake an inquiry into children’s social
care, and why the new Committee decided to continue this work.

The inquiry into children’s social care was launched by our predecessor
Education Committee in December 2023 during the last Parliament. The
inquiry aimed to take a broad look at the system as a whole, assessing the
current state of children’s social care and making recommendations for
reform. The previous Committee held four oral evidence sessions focusing
on a wide range of issues including rising need for care; funding and supply
of foster care and residential home places; issues within different types of
care; disabled children’s care; and the role of Ofsted. It also conducted a
survey of people who had spent time in care and visited Berlin to gather
insights from the approach taken in Germany to delivering care.

Following the 2024 General Election and the establishment of the new
Committee, we agreed to take forward this work and conclude the inquiry
into children’s social care. We held a further four oral evidence sessions,
which comprised sessions focused on safeguarding and child protection,
scrutiny of the proposals in the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill, a
session with care-experienced young people, and a final session with
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the new Minister for Children and Families, Janet Daby MP. We would like
to thank all those who contributed to this inquiry through written and
oral evidence. We would like to extend our particular thanks to the care-
experienced young people for giving up their time to come and speak to
us about these highly personal and emotive issues, and to Barnardo’s and
Become for their support with arranging the session.

Background

Our inquiry follows several notable reviews of and reports into the state
of children’s social care. The Independent Review of Children’s Social Care
was commissioned by the Department for Education and conducted by
Josh MacAlister, founder of Frontline, a graduate social worker training
programme. The Review published its final report in May 2022, which

it described as a “once in a generation opportunity to reset children’s
social care.” The Review found a “system increasingly skewed to crisis
intervention, with outcomes for children that continue to be unacceptably
poor and costs that continue to rise.” It concluded that a “dramatic whole
system reset” was needed and set out a package of reforms to be delivered
over five years. In the same year, the Child Safeguarding Practice Review
Panel published Child Protection in England, a national review into the
murders of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Star Hobson,? and the Competition
and Markets Authority published its study into the children’s social care
market.?

In February 2023, the previous Government published its children’s social
care strategy, Stable Homes, Built on Love. The strategy provided a
response to the three reviews, saying that the Government “agree[d] with
their problem analysis and vision for change” and set out a number of
measures it would take over the next two years to “transform” children’s
social care.* While the evidence received by this inquiry welcomed many
of the individual measures in the strategy, we heard concerns about the
overall lack of ambition, low levels of new funding, and long timeframe
for the reforms. The Children’s Commissioner for England said that the
Government needed to be “moving much further and faster” and criticised
the fact that the strategy “relie[d] heavily on introducing pathfinders in
local areas to test out new ways of working, to build an evidence base.™
Katharine Sacks-Jones, Chief Executive of Become, said that many of the

The Independent Review of Children’s Social Care, Final Report, May 2022

Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, Child Protection in England, May 2022
Competition and Markets Authority, Children’s social care market study: Final report,
March 2022

Department for Education, Stable Homes, Built on Love: Implementation Strategy and
Consultation, February 2023

Children’s Commissioner for England (CSC0112)
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/640a17f28fa8f5560820da4b/Independent_review_of_children_s_social_care_-_Final_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/628e262d8fa8f556203eb4f8/ALH_SH_National_Review_26-5-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6228726cd3bf7f158c844f65/Final_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1147317/Children_s_social_care_stable_homes_consultation_February_2023.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1147317/Children_s_social_care_stable_homes_consultation_February_2023.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128274/html/

actions in the strategy were “piecemeal” and “delayed” and that there were
“serious questions about whether the progress and the ambitions that are
set out will be realised.” Dr Ray Jones, Emeritus Professor of Social Work
at Kingston University, criticised the focus on “new short-term initiatives

in a small number of areas” and argued that sustained implementation is
lacking: “It never gets rolled out. No one sticks with it. A new idea will come
on the block.”” We also heard that costs for local authorities continue to
rise, which will be discussed in more detail in the section of this report on
funding.

In November 2024, the current Government published its own policy paper
on reforming children’s social care, Keeping Children Safe, Helping Families
Thrive, which built on many of the measures in Stable Homes, Built on Love
and set out the Government’s proposals and aims for children’s social care.?
The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill was published on 17 December
2024 and included many of the measures set out in Keeping Children Safe,
Helping Families Thrive.® We conducted scrutiny of relevant aspects of the
Bill as part of our oral evidence sessions for this inquiry, as well as in a
standalone session focusing on the schools part of the Bill. However, our
ability to engage with the legislation was limited due to the compressed
timeframe for consideration of the Bill. In February, we published a report
with the findings of our scrutiny of the Bill, in which we welcomed the scale
of the Government’s ambition but criticised the “rushed and inadequate”
timetable of the Bill’s consideration.”

We asked Minister Daby what engagement the Government had had with
care-experienced young people in developing its reforms. She told us that
she had engaged with care-experienced young people on an individual level
since becoming Minister, and Fran Oram, Portfolio Director for Children’s
Social Care Reform at the Department for Education, told us that the
Department had a children and young people’s board that met with officials
every six weeks and that the Department “bring[s] different elements of the
reform agenda to that board to test them and seek input.”"

~

10

n

A

Q88

Department for Education, Keeping Children Safe, Helping Families Thrive, November
2024

Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill [as amended in Public Bill Committee], Bill 177
Education Committee, Second Report of Session 2024-25, Scrutiny of the Children’s
Wellbeing and Schools Bill, HC 732, para 2

Q431



https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14397/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14397/html/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67375fe5ed0fc07b53499a42/Keeping_Children_Safe__Helping_Families_Thrive_.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/59-01/0177/240177.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/46825/documents/240984/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/46825/documents/240984/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15583/html/

10.

1.

CONCLUSION

Evidence given to the Committee during our inquiry indicates that many
of the problems highlighted by the Independent Review of Children’s
Social Care in 2022 persist, and in a significant number of cases have
worsened since the Review. Increases in need coupled with stretched
budgets and a lack of serious attention to reform have resulted in a
system characterised by spiralling costs to local authorities and poor
experiences and outcomes for children. The “once in a generation”
opportunity provided by the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care
has not been realised, with the Department for Education focusing on
small-scale pilot projects in specific areas rather than comprehensive
reform.

RECOMMENDATION

By the end of this year, the Department for Education must issue a
comprehensive response to the Independent Review of Children’s Social
Care which was published over three years ago. This should set out which
recommendations have already been taken forward and a timeline and
funding estimate for those which have not. It must evaluate the impact
of the pilot programmes which have already taken place and set out how
it plans to scale up those which prove to be effective.

CONCLUSION

We were privileged to hear powerful and insightful evidence from care-
experienced young people in this inquiry, and their voices have informed
many of the conclusions and recommendations in this report. We are
pleased that the Department is regularly hearing from care-experienced
young people in its reform programme and would like this to go further
to include care leavers’ voices at every level of government, including
local, national, and through accountability mechanisms.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department should ensure that it is engaging with care-experienced
young people in all areas of its work on children’s social care and

should encourage local authorities to do the same. The Department

for Education, Ofsted and the Care Quality Commission should ensure
that care-experienced young people are involved in accountability
mechanisms for the quality of children’s social care services and care
leavers’ support.



12.

Rising need for children’s social care

There has been rising need for children’s social care over the past decade.
The latest figures from the Department for Education show:

The number of looked-after children has risen by over 20% over the
last 10 years, standing at 83,630 in 2024. Over the same time period
the rate of looked-after children has increased from 60 to 70 per
10,000 children in the population.™

There were 399,460 children in need in 2024—an increase of 3,980
from 2014.%

There were 49,900 children on child protection plans in 2024—an
increase of 1,600 from 2014."

The number of section 47 enquiries per year in response to child
protection concerns has risen by 57% over the past decade.”

12
13
14
15

The Department for Education (CSC0141)
Department for Education, Children in need, October 2024
Department for Education, Children in need, October 2024
The Department for Education (CSC0141)



https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132784/default/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/children-in-need/2024
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/children-in-need/2024
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132784/default/
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13.

14.

15.

The evidence we received cited a number of reasons behind the overall rise
in need. The Department for Education highlighted that population growth
accounted for 23% of the rise since 2014 with an increase in the number

of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC) accounting for 36%
(UASC now make up 9% of looked-after children).'® The Department also
cited an increase in case complexity, children staying in care for longer, and
“increasing family and neighbourhood needs” as causes of the rise.”

Early intervention

The reduction in support for early intervention services was a key reason
cited as a cause of rising need for social care. There has been a shift

in funding away from early intervention towards later-stage, crisis
intervention. Over the last decade, children’s social care spending on
preventative services fell from £3.9bn in 2012-13 to £2.7bn in 2022-23—a fall
of 31% in real terms—while the number of children in need has increased
and families’ needs have become more complex.” We heard that there

is strong evidence that early intervention has an impact on reducing the
numbers of children coming into care and reduces local authority spend on
children’s services. An evaluation of the Supporting Families programme
funded by the Department for Education found a 32% reduction in rates

of looked-after children two years after joining the programme, and that
every £1 spent on the programme delivered £2.28 of economic benefits.”

An analysis of Barnardo’s family support work service in the Isle of Wight
estimated that for every £1 invested in the service, the saving in costs to the
state was £2.60.2° John Pearce, President of the Association of Directors of
Children’s Services, told our predecessor Committee that cutting spending
on early intervention was a “false economy” which “stores up costs further
down the line.”

The Government’s children’s social care strategy, Keeping Children Safe,
Helping Families Thrive, states that “wherever possible, children should
remain with their families and be safely prevented from entering the care
system in the first place.”® The Government has launched the Families First
Partnership programme, which provides £500 million in 2025/26 to support
local authorities to deliver preventative programmes including family

help, multi-agency child safeguarding, and family group decision-making.

16
17
18
19
20
21
22

The Department for Education (CSC0141)

The Department for Education (CSC0141)

The Department for Education (CSC0141)

The Department for Education (CSC0141)

Barnardo’s (Barnardo’s at Barnardo’s) (CSCO107)

Q96

Department for Education, Keeping Children Safe, Helping Families Thrive, November
2024
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https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132784/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132784/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132784/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132784/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128111/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14577/html/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67375fe5ed0fc07b53499a42/Keeping_Children_Safe__Helping_Families_Thrive_.pdf

This includes £270 million of new funding through a Children’s Social Care
Prevention Grant.” Fran Oram, Portfolio Director of Children’s Social Care
Reform at the Department for Education, told us that the Department’s
intention was to “flip the profile of spend” further towards early intervention.
She also highlighted that investment in early intervention would result in a
“period of double running”, as funding for later-stage services could not be
reduced immediately, and that the Department was “advocating strongly”
with the Treasury for funding to support this.?* In the Spring Statement 2025,
the Government announced the creation of a £3.25 billion Transformation
Fund to support public service reform.* At the 2025 Spending Review, the
Government announced that £555 million would be allocated from the fund
to support children’s social care reform over the next three years, which will
“help more children stay with their families, ensuring families have timely
support and fixing the broken care market.”?®

The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill requires local authorities to offer
a family group decision-making meeting (FGDM) to the child’s parents, or
any other person with parental responsibility, before applying to the court
for a care or supervision order.”” An FGDM brings together parents and the
family network to make a plan in response to concerns about a child’s safety
and wellbeing.?® Witnesses to our inquiry welcomed this requirement and
described FGDM as an effective intervention.” Lynn Perry, Chief Executive
of Barnardo’s and Anna Edmundson, Head of Policy and Public Affairs at
the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC),

both suggested that the stage before applying for a care order was too
late in the process to have an impact and that it should be offered earlier,
as well as being extended to reunification to allow children to leave care
when appropriate.*® We received evidence from the Family Rights Group
expressing concerns that the evidence of the benefits of FGDM relate to a
specific model, and that unless that model is specified, local authorities
may deliver a model of FGDM that has not been proven to have an impact.”

Department for Education, The Families First Partnership (FFP) Programme Guide, March

HM Treasury, Spring Statement 2025, 26 March 2025

HM Treasury, Spending Review 2025, 11 June 2025
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill [as amended in Public Bill Committee], Bill 177,

Department for Education, Kinship Care: Statutory guidance for local authorities, October

Q396 [Sam Turner]; Q398 [Roger Gough]; Q361 [Lynn Perry; Anna Edmundson]

16.
23
2025
24  Qq446-447
25
26
27
Clause 1
28
2024
29
30 Q361
31

Written evidence received for the Committee’s inquiry into the Children’s Wellbeing and
Schools Bill, Family Rights Group (CWS008)

12


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e1723f4fed20c7f559f4f6/The_families_first_partnership_programme_guide.pdf
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17.

18.

19.

Claire Throssell, a survivor of domestic abuse and ambassador for Women’s
Aid and the Independent Domestic Abuse Service, warned of the risk of
perpetrators of domestic abuse being involved in FGDM, as they could
“bully, harass or manipulate the situation” to put children in danger.*
Minister Daby told us that there would be training for professionals in
carrying out FGDM and that there was “an entire process where it needs
to have consent from the family itself as to who needs to be engaged

and be part of those meetings.”* In our recent report into the Children’s
Wellbeing and Schools Bill, we concluded that local authorities should
draw on the advice of specialist domestic abuse charities in coming to a
decision on whether FGDM is in the child’s best interests where domestic
abuse has occurred.®** In its response to the report, the Department stated
that it would be publishing guidance for local authorities to support the
safe delivery of FGDM and that it would work with specialist organisations,
including those with expertise in domestic abuse, in developing that
guidance.®

CONCLUSION

The Government’s focus on early intervention is the right one and long
overdue. The additional £270 million provided through the Children’s
Social Care Prevention Grant is welcome but falls far short of the £1.2
billion that has been removed from early intervention services since
2012, an even greater gap in the context of an increasing population. We
welcome the additional funding provided through the Transformation
Fund and look forward to seeing further details of the proportion of
funding that will be allocated to early intervention programmes. It
should be seen as a first step towards a wholesale rebalancing of the
system towards early help and support for families, with an urgent need
to identify further resources.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education must commit to making the Families
First Partnership programme permanent if it demonstrates a positive
impact. The Government must ensure that a significant majority of the
new funding announced in the Spending Review is allocated to early
intervention programmes and, in future, work towards bringing the
level of funding back to 2010 levels, taking into account changes in the
population since then.
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20.

21.

22,

23.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education and the Ministry of Housing, Communities
and Local Government should publish annual data on the proportion of
children’s social care funding allocated to early intervention programmes
compared with later-stage interventions so that progress on this can be
monitored.

RECOMMENDATION
We welcome the Department’s commitment to working with domestic
abuse charities when developing its guidance for family group decision-
making (FGDM). The Department should monitor the impact of the new
requirement and, after one year, report back to this Committee as to
whether FGDM should be extended to an earlier stage as well as to
family reunification.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department should clarify the specific model of FGDM in statutory
guidance to ensure that best practice is followed in all local authorities.

Further causes of rising need

We heard that rising poverty and cost-of-living pressures are further
drivers of the increase in need. In 2023/24, 4.5 million children (31%) were
in poverty, defined as relative low income after housing costs. This is an
increase of 900,000 children since 2010/11 and the highest since current
records began in 1994/95.¢ Katharine Sacks-Jones, Chief Executive of
Become, told our predecessor Committee that “there is quite clear evidence
that there are links between a rise in poverty in the population and a rise in
children in care, because we know that poverty puts pressure on families
and is linked to rises in abuse and neglect.”® Research has found that
between 2015 and 2020, an estimated 8.1% of care entries were linked to
rising child poverty—equivalent to 10,351 additional children entering care
over those 5 years.*® Poverty and neglect are also closely linked to parental
mental health, which is now the most identified factor leading to a child in
need assessment.** Dr Ray Jones of Kingston University told our predecessor
Committee:
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24.

25.

The big growth has been in children who are of concern because of
neglect and emotional abuse [ ... ] If you are poor, if you are worn
down, if it is hard to get up in the morning because you are so anxious
and depressed and cannot face getting through the day, if you are
running out of money for food during the week, if you cannot clothe
your children and you feel bad about it, that is how we have seen this
growth in concerns about neglect and emotional abuse.*°

In March 2025, the Government announced a set of changes to the social
security system focused on addressing unemployment, reforming disability
benefits and support for those aged under 22.* The Department for

Work and Pensions’ impact assessment of these reforms showed that an
additional 50,000 children will be in relative poverty after housing costs

in 2029/30 as a result of these changes—an increase of 0.4 percentage
points.* Following changes to the proposals, this was later updated and
the reforms are now expected to increase child poverty by 0.1 percentage
points.** The Secretary of State for Education (Rt Hon Bridget Phillipson

MP) wrote to us stating that she “share[d] the Committee’s concerns about
levels of child poverty” and that the Government would be bringing forward
a Child Poverty Strategy, where it is “looking at all available levers to drive
forward short and long-term actions across government to reduce child
poverty.™* We held a joint session with the Work and Pensions Committee
in May where witnesses explained that, while an increase of 0.4 percentage
points would be a relatively small rise in child poverty, it was unlikely that
the reforms would result in increases to employment which would be large
enough to offset the reductions to social security.” At the end of May 2025,
it was reported that the publication of the Child Poverty Strategy, initially
expected in spring 2025 would be delayed until autumn 2025.%¢

Some charities additionally highlighted the need to reform responses to
extra-familial harms to reduce the pressure on the care system. Extra-
familial harms occur when children experience abuse or exploitation outside
the home, including at school, within peer groups, community spaces and
online and includes criminal exploitation such as county lines activity. The
Government’s statutory guidance states that, in cases of extra-familial
harm, children’s social care assessments should determine whether a child
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26.

is in need or whether an enquiry under section 47 of the Children Act 1989 is
needed to determine whether a child is suffering harm.*” Barnardo’s stated
that there had been an increase in referrals for children experiencing extra-
familial harms such as trafficking and gangs, which had partly contributed
to the rise in need for social care.*® The Children’s Society said that early
help needed to include more of a focus on enabling families to have a
“better understanding of issues such as criminal and sexual exploitation
and other forms of harm outside the family home, and knowledge of where
to seek help if they are concerned.™® The Children’s Society also argued that
a social care response to extra-familial harms needed to “go hand in hand
with a multiagency disruption activity aimed at perpetrators” with a greater
contribution from law enforcement.*® Reports by the Child Safeguarding
Practice Review Panel have questioned the value of placements away from
home as a response to child sexual abuse or exploitation, with some reviews
suggesting that this causes children to feel isolated and does not effectively
reduce their exposure to harm.”’

CONCLUSION

The pressure caused by rising numbers of children coming into care is
putting serious strain on the system. The only way to effectively reduce
these numbers is to address the factors outside the care system which
are contributing to this demand, including poverty, poor parental mental
health, the number of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, and
extra-familial harms. This will require the Department for Education to
work closely with other relevant departments, including the Department
for Work and Pensions; the Department of Health and Social Care;

the Home Office; and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government.
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27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

CONCLUSION
We are deeply concerned about the Government’s planned reforms to
social security set out in the Green Paper Pathways to Work: Reforming
Benefits and Support to Get Britain Working, which are set to drive up
child poverty and will further increase pressure on the care system. We
are also concerned that delaying the publication of the Child Poverty
Strategy until the autumn of 2025 will prevent parliamentary scrutiny of
the Government’s welfare reforms in tandem with proposed child poverty
reduction measures with an understanding of the impact of both sets of
proposals in the round.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education must put in place a strategy for
supporting children and young people at risk of extra-familial harm. This
should include: better training for professionals to spot and respond to
extra-familial risks; ensuring that young people and their families know
where to go to access support; and improving approaches to ensuring
that families can stay together as much as possible, for example by
supporting them to move home when needed.

RECOMMENDATION
We urge the Government to be bold in its upcoming Child Poverty
Strategy and take wide-ranging action to reverse this trend and
significantly reduce the number of children growing up in financial
hardship.

RECOMMENDATION

Following the changes agreed to the Universal Credit and Personal
Independence Payment Bill on 1 July 2025, we recommend that

the Department for Work and Pensions ensures the involvement of
organisations working with disabled children, young carers and care
leavers in the co-production of the Timms Review.

Funding

Children’s social care in England is financed through local government
expenditure. The amount that local authorities have been spending on
children’s social care has been rising quickly: annual local government
expenditure on children’s social care increased from £8.1 billion in

17



32.

33.

2014/15 to £12.8 billion in 2022/23—a 30% increase in real terms.*® The
Department for Education described the cost of children’s social care as
“financially unsustainable.” The Local Government Association (LGA)

said that children’s social care is “increasingly cited by councils with this
responsibility as their key source of financial pressure and overspend”* and
Councillor Arooj Shah, Chair of the Children and Young People Board at the
LGA, told us that most local authorities are “at the brink of falling off the
cliff edge” regarding funding.>®

The Independent Review of Children’s Social Care recommended in 2022 that
implementing the comprehensive reform programme would require £2.6
billion of new spending over four years, comprising £46 million in year one,
£987 million in year two, £1.257 billion in year three and £233 million in year
four, plus an additional estimated £50 million on other interventions over
this period.>® The previous Government’s 2023 children’s social care strategy,
Stable Homes, Built on Love, set out plans for £200 million in additional
investment over the next two years.”” The evidence we heard criticised

this “significant” disparity with the amount recommended by the Review*®
and research by the Children’s Charities Coalition estimated that delaying
investment in children’s social care would result in the Government spending
an additional £1bn over ten years.*

The current Government increased overall funding for local authorities by
£4.4 billion in 2025/26, an increase of 6.8% in cash terms or 4.3% in real
terms.®® This includes an £880 million increase to the Social Care Grant,
which covers both adult and children’s social care, and the new £270 million
Children’s Social Care Prevention Grant. At the Autumn Budget 2024, the
Government also announced £40 million in new investments to support
children in kinship and foster care, £4 million for fostering hubs, and £90
million of capital investment in children’s homes.®' Witnesses to our inquiry
welcomed the additional investment, but expressed doubts as to whether it
would be enough: Matthew Horne, Chief Executive of Innovation Unit, said
that it was “a lot of money, but it is nowhere near sufficient” and Councillor
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34.

35.

36.

Shah said that “there are still huge concerns, issues and pressures that

we have to address to ensure that we are able to provide the support that
our communities need.”®® We asked Minister Daby whether the Department
for Education had conducted an assessment of the amount of spending

that would still be needed to reform children’s social care and whether the
Department for Education was working towards the Review’s figure of £2.6
billion. The Minister said that negotiations were taking place as part of the
Spending Review and that she would be able to share the outcomes of this in
the future.®®

As discussed above, the Government announced at the 2025 Spending
Review that £555 million would be allocated from the Transformation Fund
to support children’s social care reform over the next three years, which

will “help more children stay with their families, ensuring families have
timely support and fixing the broken care market.”®* £75 million will be
allocated in 2025/26; £271 million in 2026/27; and £207 million in 2027/28.
The Government also announced additional funding of £560 million between
2026/27 and 2029/30 to “refurbish and expand children’s homes and foster
care placements.”

CONCLUSION

We warmly welcome the additional funding for children’s social care and
capital investment in children’s homes announced at the recent Spending
Review, which will be an important step forward in working towards the
amount recommended by the Independent Review of Children’s Social
Care. It would now be helpful for the Department to set out the level of
funding that is still required to fully implement the recommendations of
the Review and how it intends to work towards achieving this level.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education should produce an analysis of the level of
funding that is still needed to achieve the necessary reforms to children’s
social care and set out how it will work towards achieving the level of
funding recommended by the Independent Review of Children’s Social
Care.
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38.

2 Supply of social care
placements

Sufficiency

We received a great deal of evidence highlighting severe shortages of
appropriate placements for children in care caused by the rising need
discussed in Chapter 1.°° Ofsted stated that there are “significant and
continuing shortages of children’s homes and foster carers™’ and the
Children’s Homes Association described an “acute and unprecedented
sufficiency crisis,” particularly for children with high needs and
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC).®® However, others argued
that there were enough placements across the country overall, but that
the challenges were finding appropriate placements to meet children’s
needs in the right areas:*° research from the Competition and Markets
Authority (CMA) found that only 63% of fostering places were filled, and
the homes for the largest children’s homes providers had an average
occupancy rate of 83%.° The Local Government Association highlighted the
“unequal geographical distribution” of children’s homes and argued that
“sufficiency must be seen in terms of suitability, rather than the number, of
placements™.”

Under the Children Act 1989, local authorities are required to ensure they
have sufficient placements for children in their care.” They are required
to set out how they will meet this duty in their relevant commissioning
strategies.” Katharine Sacks-Jones, Chief Executive of Become, said that
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40.

“a significant number of councils do not produce sufficiency plans, even
though they are required to””* and research from What Works for Children’s
Social Care found that 44% of local authorities did not have a publicly
available, up-to-date sufficiency strategy.” We heard recommendations for
the Government to develop a national sufficiency strategy setting out what
provision was needed across the country and how it would support local
authorities to deliver this.”

Out-of-area placements

We heard a lot of concern about the increasing numbers of children being
placed far from their local area as a result of the lack of capacity. In 2024,
45% of looked-after children were placed outside of their local authority,
and 22% were placed over 20 miles from home.”” Evidence highlighted the
distressing impacts this can have on children who have already experienced
significant trauma and instability in their lives, including disruption to
education and healthcare; separation from people close to them and
support networks; an increased risk of sexual or criminal exploitation; and
an increased risk of going missing.”

Many of the care-experienced young people we spoke to had been placed
outside their local area at some point during their time in care. Louise Fitt
spoke of having experienced racism for the first time when she was placed
in an area with a different demographic to her own, and Georgia Sullivan
described having to get up at 4am and take long-distance trains to go to
school while her local authority were attempting reunification with her
birth family.” Lamar Mohsen had been moved 100 miles away for respite
placements when her foster carers went on holiday, which she described as
a “horrible experience”. She told us:

These frequent moves to respite were often during school term, which
affected me in more ways than | can explain. Sitting in reception after
school hours, after school was closed, waiting for taxis to come to get
us. Sometimes social services never booked them. | remember being
told to “Think of it as a holiday for you too”. While they were off to
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Mallorca, I was off to Luton [ ... ] I have not pursued higher education
due to the frequent moves. I cannot. | think another big change is
something | would not be able to handle.”®°

Some evidence also highlighted that out-of-area placements can be the
right thing for children in some circumstances; for example, those who are
at risk in their local area or have had traumatic experiences in an area.® The
Children’s Services Development Group said that one of their members had
“experienced several out-of-area placement requests as a first choice”.?
However, John Pearce, President of the Association of Directors of Children’s
Services, said that there was only a “very small number of cases” where that
applied.® The Children’s Homes Association argued that “it is unrealistic to
expect there to be specialist residential provision within each local authority
in the same way as it is not possible to have specialist children’s hospital
provision in every area.”® Several witnesses to our inquiry argued that it
would be helpful if there was data available to identify what proportion

of children were placed out of area because it was in their own interests
compared with those placed out of area due to capacity problems.®

The Minister for Children and Families (Janet Daby MP) told us: “Placing
children outside of the 20 miles should not be happening. We recognise
how serious thisis [ ... ] We are fully aware of this and have an agenda

to tackle it.” She stated that the Department was working on building
capacity through recruitment and retention of foster carers and through
capital investment in children’s homes.?® In response to a question about
collecting data on the reasons for children being placed out of area, Fran
Oram, Portfolio Director of Children’s Social Care Reform at the Department
for Education, said that she was “not sure if data is always the best way
of getting under the skin” of complex cases and that “too many children in
care and not enough placements are the two problems and we are acting
very strongly on both of those things.”®

There are some positive examples of local authorities developing
programmes to reduce the numbers of children going into care and
thereby reducing spending on placements and the numbers of out-of-area
placements, both through development of their own in-house provision
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44,

45.

46.

and through working with the private sector. For example, North Yorkshire
County Council developed the No Wrong Door programme which provides
support and outreach to adolescents on the edge of care and aims to move
those in residential care into family settings, which has reduced the number
of children coming into care and those placed out of area.®® Plymouth City
Council’s programme “Family Homes for Plymouth Children” is taking a
number of steps to reduce out-of-area placements, including developing

its own in-house residential care, alongside improved support for foster
carers and moving children out of residential care into family homes where
possible.® Dr Ray Jones of Kingston University, told us that it “amaze[d]”
him how well certain areas were doing despite the challenges in rising
demand, citing Hampshire, Hertfordshire, Leeds and Essex as examples of
local authorities who had achieved good outcomes through local provision
of children’s homes, stable leadership and a supportive workforce culture.®®

CONCLUSION

Too many children are being sent many miles from home, which has a
traumatic and lasting impact on their lives. We were saddened to hear
that a care-experienced young person had chosen not to pursue higher
education as a direct result of being placed out of area. However, there
are some strong examples of good practice and some local authorities
have worked hard to limit the numbers of children placed out of area.

CONCLUSION

We disagree with the Department’s view that data on the reasons for
out-of-area placements are not needed. While data collection itself may
not directly lead to improvements, it is essential to fully understand the
nature and scale of the problem in order to effect meaningful change.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education must publish a national sufficiency
strategy for children’s social care as a matter of urgency and publish
data on the extent to which sufficiency requirements are being met on an
annual basis. It should also require all local authorities to develop and
publish strategies for reducing the number of out-of-area placements
and work with local authorities to share and scale up examples of good
practice.
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48.

49.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education should collect data on the proportion of
children who are placed out of area because it is in their own interests

compared with those placed out of area due to capacity issues, so that
the situation can be properly monitored and any improvements can be

recognised.

Children’s social care placement delivery

Children’s social care is delivered through a mixed market of private,
voluntary, and local authority services. The private sector plays a
particularly key role in the provision of children’s homes: in 2024, private
companies ran 83% of children’s homes and provided 77% of places, while
local authorities ran 13% of children’s homes and provided 16% of places.
In the past 5 years, there has been a 70% increase in private-sector homes,
a 10% increase in voluntary-run homes and a 7% increase in homes run by
local authorities.” In fostering, independent fostering agencies account
for 44% of fostering households, up from 41% in 2020.°2 This is in contrast
to the system in Germany, which the previous Committee learned about on
their visit to Berlin, where a high proportion of services is delivered by non-
profit organisations.

Evidence to the inquiry expressed mixed views about the role of the private
sector in children’s social care. The Local Government Association (LGA)
said that a mixed market could bring benefits as “a private or voluntary
sector provider may have specialist expertise or may be able to focus on
delivery of particular placement types.”®® John Pearce, President of the
Association of Directors of Children’s Services, said that there are “some
very high-quality, mainly small, private providers that have a lot to offer

in this space™* and Ofsted stated that “private sector providers can

offer excellent care and accommodation.”® Others expressed stronger
views against the role of for-profit provision in the sector: Stuart Ashley,
Director of Children’s Services at Hampshire County Council, said that he
thought it “morally wrong” to profit from vulnerable children,?® and Maris
Stratulis, National Director of British Association of Social Workers England,
said that it was “abhorrent to think that profits are being made from the
vulnerabilities of children and young people.”’

91

92
93
94
95
96
97

Ofsted, Main findings: children’s social care in England 2024, July 2024
Ofsted, Fostering in England 1 April 2023 to 31 March 2024, December 2024
Local Government Association (CSC0014)

Quo

Ofsted (CSCO0132)

Q99

Q351

24


https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/127474/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14577/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132553/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14577/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15165/html/

50. There was broad agreement among witnesses that some providers were
making higher profits than necessary. Roger Gough, Children’s Services
Spokesperson for the County Councils Network, said that there are
“elements of the market where there are clearly excess profits”, which
had not been followed by investment in new capacity,®® and Lucy Croxton,
Policy, Public Affairs and Campaigns Manager at the Together Trust, said
that “excessive profiteering is damaging the relationship [ ... ] between
commissioners and providers”.®® Dr Mark Kerr, Chief Executive of the
Children’s Homes Association (CHA), agreed that the CHA would “never
support profiteering”°° but argued that the largest providers were not
representative of the sector as a whole, and that “the small SME [small
and medium-sized enterprises] micro-providers that we are relying on
are the ones that we need to expand, and they are making much smaller
margins.”™ The Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) published a
market study in 2022 which concluded that the largest providers were
“making materially higher profits, and charging materially higher prices,
than would be expected if the market were functioning effectively”. It
also highlighted that some large providers were carrying high levels of
debt, which carried a risk of “disorderly failure” which could disrupt the
placements of children in care.' Minister Daby told us that the “profiteering
beggars belief” and pointed to the reforms set out in the Children’s
Wellbeing and Schools Bill (discussed in further detail in the next section).'*

51.  We heard examples of some extremely high-cost placements in children’s
homes. Research from the LGA highlighted the rising numbers of
placements costing over £10,000 per week: the number of English councils
paying for such placements rose from 120 in 2018/19 to 1,500 in 2022/23, and
the proportion of councils paying for at least one placement costing at least
£10,000 a week had increased from 23% to 91% over the same period.”*
Witnesses cited a number of reasons for such high-cost placements,
including the lack of capacity in the sector; excess profit-making by
providers; difficulty among local authorities in engaging effectively with
the market; and regulations restricting the numbers of children in a home.
We heard about the problem of local authorities being forced into “spot
purchasing” of beds, which pushes up the cost of placements: Matthew
Horne, Chief Executive Officer of Innovation Unit, described “social workers
ringing around dozens and dozens of providers to find any bed in an
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52.

53.

emergency”'® and Stuart Ashley said that “the provider knows that there
are no other available beds, so they can charge more or less what they
like.”'°® We also heard that costs can rise due to children with high needs
having to be placed alone in a home. Stuart Ashley explained:

In many of my homes | have four beds but often there is only one child
in there. Ofsted will come in, do an inspection and rightly say, “This
child is very high risk and has high complex needs. You should not
place anybody else with this child.” It puts a restriction on it, so my
one bed that is costing me £4,000 a week is now costing me £16,000 a
week.'”’

We heard several suggestions that local authorities should develop more
in-house provision to reduce reliance on the private sector.'®® In the Autumn
Budget 2024 the Government announced that £90 million of capital funding
would be made available to renovate and expand the children’s home
estate;'* Fran Oram, Portfolio Director for Children’s Social Care Reform

at the Department for Education, told us that this would create 200 new
places, focused on open (as opposed to secure) children’s homes for
children with more complex needs." She told us that local authorities will
be able to put forward different proposals as to how the homes are run, but
that the aim was to “make sure that new entrants to the system are there
with the right motivation and the right ethos of caring for the child first and
foremost and not profit.”™ In the 2025 Spending Review, the Government
announced an investment of £560 million between 2026-27 and 2029-30 to
refurbish and expand children’s homes and foster care placements.™

Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill

The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill includes a number of provisions to
reform the children’s social care market. These include:

introducing a financial oversight scheme for certain non-local
authority providers of children’s homes and independent fostering
agencies
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giving the Secretary of State the power to make regulations capping
the profits of non-local authority providers of children’s homes and
fostering agencies at a set level

giving the Secretary of State the power to direct two or more local
authorities to establish “regional co-operation arrangements” for the
purposes of carrying out their functions relating to accommodation for
looked after children.™

54. We heard general support for the proposed financial oversight scheme,
although Dan Turnbull, Senior Director for Markets at the CMA, highlighted
the importance of ensuring that the “right type of expertise and resource
is put into managing” the scheme."™ Witnesses were more cautious
about the possibility of a cap on profits. Roger Gough, Children’s Services
Spokesperson for the County Councils Network, said that it was “worth
having as a power if other measures don’t work”, but that the root causes
of high profits should be addressed first, and Dan Turnbull agreed that it
was “very sensible to have as a backstop”, but “would not recommend it
as the first policy direction to go in.”™ Both warned that there were risks
involved with implementing a profit cap, including a risk of restricting the
supply of places and in causing providers to exit the market." Dr Mark Kerr,
Chief Executive of the Children’s Homes Association, told us that “large
multibillion-pound corporations will find a way of gaming” any cap, and
“it will be the smaller SME micro-providers that struggle because they do
not have ways or international corporate structures that allow them to
avoid that cap.”™ Minister Daby said that the Department recognised this
risk and that they were “looking at how [they] make sure that everything
is transparent, open and not hidden” and committed to sharing future
updates on the proposed cap as it is developed."

55. Evidence to the inquiry expressed mixed views about the model of regional
care co-operatives (RCCs). RCCs were a key recommendation of the 2022
Independent Review of Children’s Social Care and are currently being trialled
in two regions (Greater Manchester and the South East)."™ Dan Turnbull
said that the CMA were “very supportive” of the proposal, as they had
recommended a move to regional commissioning as part of their market

113 Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill [as amended in Public Bill Committee], Bill 177,
Clauses 10, 14, 15 & 16
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study of the sector.” Several organisations expressed support for a more
regional approach to commissioning in principle and suggested that this
would strengthen the position of local authorities in the market and may
improve the sufficiency of places.” However, we heard that there had been
limited consultation and engagement with the sector in the development of
the pathfinders and that they risked decision-making being removed from
local authorities.” There was some doubt as to whether they would result in
real change, with John Pearce, President of the Association of Directors of
Children’s Services, suggesting that it would be “four to five years, at best,
of pretty challenging structural change and upheaval to get to a model
where there is no real evidence that it is going to make any significant
difference.”™ The Local Government Association said that RCCs need a

“far stronger evidence base” and called for a “test and learn approach” to
rolling them out.” Roger Gough said that “the general principle seems to be
a sound one”, but that there were “reservations” about the current pilot in
the South East, explaining:

Getting the geography right is important. For instance, at the moment
the south-eastern co-operative covers all those south-eastern
counties running from Kent across to—at least in theory—Hampshire.
That may not necessarily make a great deal of sense from the point of
view of what your catchment area or area of overlap is. From a Kent
point of view, for example, big parts of south London are an important
point of overlap. We have many children from London authorities
placed in parts of Kent, so there would be significant interest in getting
that overlap right. Clearly the geography there is very different.”*

Fran Oram told us that regional commissioning was “very much at the early
stages” and that the Department had commissioned an evaluation of the
RCC pathfinders to take place over five years. She said that they would be
“watching how the pathfinders go” before using the powers in the Bill to
expand RCCs to more areas.”®
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CONCLUSION
The children’s social care market is not delivering for children or for
local authorities. We are particularly concerned at the reports of
excessive profits being made by some providers and the risk of financial
failure among large providers. We hope that the reforms set out in the
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill will address this and expect the
Department for Education to provide regular updates on progress.

CONCLUSION
The proposed profit cap has the potential to be a useful tool for the
Department if needed, but we do not think it is acceptable for the
Department to introduce this significant intervention in the market
with only limited opportunities for parliamentary scrutiny and no
transparency around how and when the Department will decide if it is
necessary to trigger the cap.

CONCLUSION
We are supportive of the move towards regional commissioning but

note that the model of Regional Care Co-operatives (RCCs) being
implemented has yet to be evaluated or proven to work. When
developing any further RCCs, the Department for Education must consult
fully with the sector and pay careful attention to the geography to
ensure that RCCs are working as effectively as possible.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education should set out how it will monitor the
impact of its reforms to the children’s social care market and commit to
updating Parliament on an annual basis on the impact they are having.

RECOMMENDATION
If and when any further Regional Care Co-operatives are developed, the
Department for Education must consult fully with relevant individuals
and organisations in the region, particularly as to the areas covered

by the proposed RCC. In cases where there is significant overlap in

work between the areas within an RCC and the surrounding areas, the
Department must ensure that there is appropriate flexibility for local
authorities to work across boundaries to ensure that RCCs are delivering
as effectively as possible.
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61.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education must set out how it will assess whether
a profit cap on children’s social care providers is necessary. If the
Department decides to introduce a profit cap, it must consult this
Committee on the draft regulations before they are laid before
Parliament.
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3 The care system

Our inquiry has covered all forms of children’s social care, including foster
care, adoption, kinship care and residential care, as well as care for
disabled children (discussed in chapter 4). Department for Education data
shows that, in 2024, 56,390 looked-after children (67%) were in foster care,
8,640 (10%) were in secure homes or children’s homes, and 2,220 (2%) were
placed for adoption.” There are no official statistics on children in kinship
care, but the charity Kinship estimates that there are more than 141,000
children living in kinship care in England and Wales—three times the
number in unrelated foster care.®

Foster care

Professor June Thoburn, Emeritus Professor of Social Work at the University
of East Anglia, told our predecessor Committee that England does foster
care “better than most countries™™® and that children placed in long-

term, well-managed and stable foster families experienced positive
outcomes.”® The care-experienced young people we heard from had had
mixed experiences of being in foster care. One told us that foster care had
been “hit and miss”, describing one set of foster parents as “amazing” but
that another had made the young person feel that they were a burden.™
Another care-experienced young person described one of their foster carers
as “lovely and great™,”® while a third had had a more negative experience
of foster carers who had gone on three holidays in the space of six months
shortly after they arrived, leaving them in respite care.™

The inquiry heard about a number of problems within foster care, most
notably difficulties with recruitment and retention of foster carers. James
Bury, Head of Policy, Research and Development at CoramBAAF, described
a “crisis in fostering” and Ofsted said there was a “national shortage of
foster carers” with an 8% decrease in approved foster carers and fostering
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66.

places since 2019.%* The Fostering Network estimated that 6,500 additional
fostering families are needed in England.” Ofsted data shows that, in
2022/23, only 6% of initial enquiries to become a foster carer resulted in an
application, and under half (46%) of applications were approved, with 53%
withdrawn by the applicant or service.”®

The Fostering Network cited a number of causes of the difficulties with
recruitment and retention. These include: the inadequacy of financial
support available; the “postcode lottery” of pay between different areas;
lack of support from social workers and fostering services; and a lack of
value and respect from other professionals.®” Housing shortages and the
lack of spare bedrooms were also cited by some as barriers to recruitment
of foster carers.”® The Fostering Network is calling for a national register
of foster carers to improve matching children with foster carers and raise
the status of foster carers. Sarah Thomas, Chief Executive of the Fostering
Network, said:

There is a register for care workers; there is a register for youth
workers; there are a number of different registers. That enables
services to make sure that they can maintain quality, consistency,
ensure learning and development remains of standard practice, give
independence to foster carers, and ensure that they feel respected
and valued as part of that team around the child. A register of foster
carers would also enable local authorities to see where foster carers
are, and where services are, and make sure that availability of foster
carers was transparent, so that they could make the best, informed
matches for children.™

We also heard calls for a national fostering strategy to sit alongside the
national strategies on adoption and kinship care; a national foster carer
recruitment campaign; a statutory minimum entitlement to time off work
for foster carers who work outside the home as well as fostering; and a
national recommended fee framework for foster carers with an inflationary
uplift each year."® The Minister for Children and Families (Janet Daby MP)
said that “foster carers are like gold dust” and that the Department would
review the proposal to have a national strategy for fostering.'' Fran Oram,
Portfolio Director for Children’s Social Care Reform at the Department for
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Education, said that the national minimum allowance for foster carers
increased by 6.88% in 2024/25, above inflation, and that the evidence
suggests that pay is “not the predominant cause of shortages of foster
carers.” She also highlighted that the Department is “keen to have people
come into fostering because they want to care for children rather than for a
financial benefit.”™*

The previous Government committed to improvements in fostering through
measures such as regional recruitment hubs and rollout of the Mockingbird
model, a programme that builds a community around children, young
people and foster families through building six to ten satellite families
(“constellations™)."* The Department stated that it has committed £15
million to regional recruitment hubs, including £4 million announced at the
Autumn Budget 2024, which will allow them to “scale up so that all local
authorities have access to a hub.” The Department stated that “each local
authority in the programme has also worked with The Fostering Network to
implement or roll out ‘Mockingbird’, the well-evidenced retention model.”"**
In the 2025 Spending Review, the Government announced an investment

of £560 million between 2026-27 and 2029-30 to refurbish and expand
children’s homes and foster care placements; no further information has
yet been provided as to what proportion of this funding will be allocated to
foster care and what form the funding will take."

The Fostering Network expressed strong support for the Mockingbird model,
citing research finding that foster carers supported by this model were

less likely to consider resigning and more likely to recommend fostering
than those who were not part of Mockingbird, and recommended that
Mockingbird be rolled out to all local authorities.™® We heard more cautious
support for regional hubs: the Fostering Network said that they were a
“step in the right direction” but that it was too early to know whether they
would improve recruitment in the long term."” Dr Mark Kerr, Chief Executive
of the Children’s Homes Association, said that he was “nervous about
regionalisation being held up as the solution in so many different areas”
and suggested that foster carer recruitment was better placed within local
authorities to ensure that children were placed locally."®
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We also heard strong concerns about sibling separation for children in
foster care. Under the Children Act 1989, local authorities are required to
place siblings together “as far as is reasonably practicable”, and to promote
contact between them if they are not together."® However, the Fostering
Network stated that 26% of siblings within the care system end up apart
from each other in foster placements.”® Lamar Mohsen, a care-experienced
young person, told us about the impact of being separated from her siblings
in foster care:

Birthdays and Christmas presents have sometimes gone months
without them receiving them. I currently have two Christmas presents
under my bed yet to be unwrapped by them. | am arguing that the
contact team at social services should also arrange sibling contact for
the children. This should be communicated across all foster carers, if
applicable, to agree on time and date to have the children see each
other. This is because my relationships with some of my siblings are
not strained but just awkward. The bonding and communication that
should have happened as we grew up just did not. We all became
independent at a very young age.”

The Children’s Commissioner recommended that legislation should be
introduced which would mean that children in care should be placed with
their siblings whenever it is in their best interests, and be better supported
to have contact with siblings if separated from them.™ Minister Daby agreed
that “sibling contact is extremely important” and said that the Department
would be conducting analysis on the implementation of regional care co-
operatives on “building the foster care base so that foster carers are able to
take more sibling placements.”™ She cited the size of foster carers’ homes
as one barrier to taking larger sibling groups and referenced a pilot scheme,
Room Makers, which supports foster carers to renovate their homes to take
on more children.”™ The Minister told us that the Department does not hold
data on the extent of sibling separation in foster placements, but agreed
that it would be “crucial” to get this data from local authorities.™
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CONCLUSION
The shortage of foster carers is a key cause in the crisis in the supply

of placements for children in care, with an additional 6,500 fostering
families needed. Yet too many prospective foster carers do not complete
the application and approval process, and those who do find themselves
left with inadequate support and undervalued for the important work
they do.

CONCLUSION
There are many positive examples of innovation and good practice in
local authorities to support foster carers. In particular, we heard clear
support for the Mockingbird model and were interested to hear of the
Room Makers scheme to enable carers to renovate and expand their
homes. We welcome the additional funding for foster care placements
announced in the Spending Review and look forward to seeing further
detail as to how this funding will be spent.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education must put in place a national fostering
strategy to complement the existing strategies for adoption and kinship
care. As part of this, it should consult on introducing a national register
of foster carers and review the financial support available to ensure that
it is adequate to meet their needs.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education should fund the planned recruitment
hubs to set up Mockingbird constellations in every local authority. The
Department should work with the Ministry of Housing, Communities and
Local Government to ensure that housing policy is designed to support
the recruitment of foster carers. This should include: investing in and
scaling up innovative housing programmes such as Room Makers; giving
approved foster carers priority for a move to a larger home if needed;
enabling local authorities to fund housing extensions and adaptations
for foster carers; and enabling local authorities to use the planning
system to secure larger social homes for allocation to eligible social
housing tenants who are approved as foster carers.
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CONCLUSION
Sibling relationships are crucial for many children in care and, for some,
may be the only family relationships they have. They must be protected
and supported as much as possible. The lack of any data on the extent of
sibling separation makes it difficult to understand the main causes of the
problem and devise effective strategies to reduce it.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department should strengthen the legislation relating to sibling
contact to ensure that children in care are placed with siblings whenever
it is in their best interests, and that where they cannot be placed
together, regular contact between siblings is facilitated and sustained.
The Department should collect data on sibling separation in all forms of
care and publish this on at least an annual basis.

Kinship care

Kinship care is currently defined by the Department for Education as “any
situation in which a child is being raised in the care of a friend or family
member who is not their parent.”™*® Kinship care can occur through a
number of routes, including informal arrangements; a Child Arrangements
Order; a Special Guardianship Order; or being ‘looked after’ by the local
authority and placed with kinship foster carers.” The evidence we received
highlighted the benefits of kinship care in comparison to other forms of
care, with children in kinship care experiencing lower rates of placement
breakdown, higher satisfaction, and better educational, health and
employment outcomes than children in local authority care.™® Dr Lucy
Peake, CEO of the charity Kinship, spoke of the benefits of “continuity

of care, stability, prior relationship with a kinship carer, somebody who
knew and loved you already who steps up and says, “I will care for you
forever.””'® Georgia Sullivan, a young person who had experienced kinship
care, described her relationship with her kinship carers as “absolutely
fundamental to my wellbeing and my mental health. It was a loving, caring,
beautiful environment where | felt nurtured and valued, and | felt known,
and | felt seen.”™®°
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79.

Evidence highlighted the difficulties faced by kinship carers, particularly
financial difficulties, and the lack of parity in support with other forms of
care. Kinship’s research showed that kinship carers were four times more
likely than other UK adults to have had a bill they were unable to pay in
the last month and more than twice as likely to be using food banks,
and Dr Peake stated that 67% of children in kinship care live in a deprived
household.™ Kinship also highlighted the employment difficulties faced
by kinship carers, with many kinship carers leaving their job, taking early
retirement or substantially reducing their hours upon taking a child into
their care.® Dr Peake told our predecessor Committee:

[Kinship carers] are typically women, and they are often leaving

the labour market for the second time—they have raised their own
children already. They are forced to turn to the benefits system. |
have carers ringing in my ears all the time who will say | would not
change that for the world, I did that because | wanted to do it, but |
have impoverished myself, today, tomorrow and forever. It is not just
their income now that they are struggling around; it is that fear about
their pension; the fear about living the rest of their life relying on the
benefits system, when they had been people who were working, were
saving, were doing everything that they were supposed to do.”®*

We also heard about differences in the educational support available to
children in kinship care compared with children in local authority care.
There are a number of policies in place to provide additional support

in education for children in care, including through Pupil Premium Plus
funding;'® priority admissions to schools;® Virtual Schools;™” and the
designated teacher role for looked-after children.'® This support differs in
its availability for children in kinship care depending on the type of kinship
care they are in and whether or not they are considered a previously looked-
after child. Kinship described this as a “complex, inadequate and often
inaccessible landscape of support™® and Sam Turner, Associate Director of
Policy and Public Affairs at Kinship, told us that the Government needed to
“harmonise that patchwork of educational support for all children who have
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81.

experienced some kind of trauma, separation and loss.”"° We also heard
about the lack of therapeutic and emotional support for kinship families,
with kinship carers worried about managing their kinship children’s social,
emotional and/or mental health difficulties.”" Georgia Sullivan told us:

My kinship placement eventually broke down because they were not
afforded the supports, the emotional and psychological support as
well as the funding. Obviously, money is a huge issue in this scenario,
but the psychological and social support was actually more important
to us as a family [ ... ] Their needs were not met to support me and so
they could not meet my needs, and my mental health deteriorated.””

The Department for Education’s written evidence states “When children
cannot live with their parents, we know that a family-based care setting

is often the next best alternative.” It is putting in place a number of
measures to improve support for children in kinship care and their families.
These include: appointing the first National Kinship Care Ambassador,
Jahnine Davis, to advocate for kinship children and their carers; piloting a
new kinship allowance in up to 10 local authorities this year; introducing
kinship leave for the Department’s staff; and launching new Kinship Care
statutory guidance for local authorities.” The Children’s Wellbeing and
Schools Bill also included measures on kinship care, including: introducing
definitions of a child living in kinship care and kinship carers; requiring local
authorities to publish a “kinship local offer” setting out the support they
provide to kinship families; and extending the role of Virtual School Heads to
include children in kinship care.”

Sam Turner welcomed the proposed legal definition and the kinship local
offer, but highlighted that “there isn’t a huge amount of point signposting
to support which does not exist” and suggested that local authorities
should consider what more support they could offer to kinship families.”®
He welcomed the upcoming trial of a kinship allowance, but called for the
Government to “go further and to roll out a national minimum allowance
that is equivalent to the fostering allowance”, as well as bringing in paid
leave for kinship carers."””
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CONCLUSION
Kinship care is an essential part of the care system and the evidence

is clear that children in kinship care have an overall better experience
than children in other types of care. We welcome the Department for
Education’s focus on kinship care, but this must be underpinned by the
right policies to support kinship carers. In particular, kinship carers must
have enough financial and employment support so that they are not left
to struggle as a result of taking children into their care.

RECOMMENDATION
In its upcoming pilot of a kinship allowance, the Department for
Education should ensure that the financial support is on a par with
that given to foster carers. It must evaluate the pilot at the earliest
opportunity and roll it out across the country once it has proven to be
effective.

RECOMMENDATION
It was a missed opportunity not to include statutory kinship leave in

the recent Employment Rights Bill. The Government should ensure that
entitlements to kinship leave are included in its forthcoming review of the
parental leave system and legislate for this at the earliest opportunity.
As part of the review, the Government should critically evaluate whether
kinship carers should receive the same entitlements to paid leave as
adoptive parents when a child comes into their care.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education should extend Pupil Premium Plus
funding and priority school admissions to all children who meet the new
statutory definition of living in kinship care.

Adoption

Adoption is the legal process by which a child or a group of siblings who
cannot be brought up within their birth family become full, permanent and
legal members of a new family. The adoption process can take place if a
child is removed from their birth parents due to a risk or reality of significant
harm, if their birth parents cannot be found, or if their birth parents consent
to an adoption.” Adoption services are delivered through 33 regional
adoption agencies (RAAs) who work together as Adoption England."”®
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Evidence highlighted that adopted children have better outcomes across

a range of measures than children growing up in care and adoption
placements rarely break down; however, adopted children can still
experience the impact of early childhood trauma following adoption and
require ongoing support throughout their childhoods.’® We heard about
the ongoing impact of abuse and trauma that adopted children have
suffered in their early lives: Emily Frith, Chief Executive of Adoption UK, told
our predecessor Committee that eight out of 10 adopted young people
experienced neglect or abuse before they were adopted and cautioned
against the “myth that adoption is a happy ending.”™®

Adoption UK highlighted the importance of additional support for adopted
children in education as a result of this, stating that adopted children are
more likely to be excluded from school, more likely to have social, emotional
and mental health difficulties and are more likely to leave school with no
qualifications. Their research found that three quarters of adopted young
people and adults said they needed more support than their peers while
they were in school, yet more than half felt they didn’t receive the support
they needed.” Support in education through Pupil Premium Plus, Virtual
Schools and the designated teacher role have been extended to include
previously looked-after children; Emily Frith described this as a “really
positive” change, but suggested that an evaluation of their impact would
be helpful to assess whether support is reaching the children who need
it.”* Adoption UK also recommended introducing a statutory framework for
previously looked-after children and requiring local authorities to publish a
“local offer” for previously looked-after children.”®*

Evidence to the inquiry raised concerns about a shortage of adopters,
which is causing long waits for children to be adopted. Adoption UK stated
that adopter registrations declined by 14% between the second quarter of
2022 and the second quarter of 2023 and that adopted children are waiting
on average two years and five months to be adopted, two months longer
than the previous year and up from two years in 2019."* James Bury, Head
of Policy, Research and Development at CoramBAAF, said that there were
“significant challenges in finding adopters and finding homes for children
who are the hardest to place”, in particular children over five, children with
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91.

disabilities and children from black and minority ethnic backgrounds.'®
Minister Daby told us that she “recognise[s] that more needs to be done in
this space and [is] determined that it absolutely does happen.”’

Evidence to the inquiry highlighted the importance of adequate support for
adoptive families both before and after adoption. Emily Frith said that many
adopters “feel like the biggest challenge for them is fighting the system to
get the support their child needs”™® and Adoption UK is calling for every
child to receive a multi-disciplinary assessment of support needs before
placement, which is used to inform a support plan with a duty on the local
authority to deliver the support required.’ We also heard some concerns
about families” access to the Adoption and Special Guardianship Support
Fund (ASGSF), which provides funds for therapeutic services for adoptive
and special guardianship families. We heard that the fund is a “lifeline”
which “really makes a difference” to children and families™® but that families
face delays in accessing support.”' Emily Frith highlighted that, as the
funding is renewed on an annual basis, there is a “cliff edge” every year,
and called for the fund to be made permanent.’ This year, the continuation
of the fund was confirmed on 1 April in response to an urgent question in

the House—one day after the funding was due to end. Minister Daby told
the House that she “regret[ted] the delay in making this announcement”
and recognised that the delay had had an impact on children, families and
providers of therapy.”® The funding limits are now set at £3,000 per child
per year, a reduction from £5,000, which has caused concern among many
stakeholders.”* The Minister told the House that she had “had to make some
really difficult decisions, but [had] chosen the fairest approach to manage
tight resources in the face of increasing demand for support.”™

The previous Government put in place a National Adoption Strategy in
2021, which intended to improve adoption services through recruitment
campaigns, removal of delays, and improvements to staff training. The
current Government’s 2024 social care strategy, Keeping Children Safe,
Helping Families Thrive, included a commitment to provide funding for
Adoption England to “support Regional Adoption Agencies (RAAS) to
improve recruitment, matching and post adoption support while promoting
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consistency by setting national standards in adoption practice across the
country.”® The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill does not contain any
measures relating to adoption.

CONCLUSION
There is too little recognition of the impact of the early trauma and
separation experienced by adopted children, and of the support they
need to thrive in education and beyond, with over half of adopted
children feeling that they didn’t receive the support they needed at
school.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education should review the educational support
available to adopted children, assessing the impact of the extension

of policies to previously looked-after children and whether any further
extensions are needed. This review should include: the introduction of a
statutory framework for previously looked-after children; requiring local
authorities to publish a local offer for previously looked-after children;
and expanding the role of Virtual School Heads to include previously
looked-after children beyond the provision of information and advice.

CONCLUSION
It is unacceptable that the continuation of the Adoption and Special
Guardianship Support Fund was not announced until 1 April 2025, leaving
families and children uncertain about the future of their support. We also
note many concerns about the new funding limits and the impact this will
have on children and families. We are concerned that this is an example
of the Government making a consequential change in one part of the
system without introducing the reforms and mitigations in other parts of
the system that are urgently needed. In this case, there is an urgent need
to make mental health support available for adopted children, which
could reduce pressure on the ASGSF, but the Government has not laid
out how this will be achieved, leaving adoptive families very anxious that
they will find it harder to access support.
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RECOMMENDATION

The Department must end the annual cliff-edge of uncertainty faced

by adoptive families and make funding for the Adoption and Special
Guardianship Support Fund permanent. It should monitor the impact of
the reduced funding limits after 12 months of the reduced personal limit
and engage with organisations representing adoptive families to assess
whether there have been significant negative effects and commit to
increasing the limits in the future if so. The Department must also consult
on introducing a support plan for adopted children with appropriate
duties to ensure that support is provided.

Residential care

As well as the issues relating to the cost of residential care outlined in
Chapter 2, the inquiry also heard concerns about the quality of residential
care and workforce shortages. Professor June Thoburn, Emeritus

Professor of Social Work at University of East Anglia, told our predecessor
Committee “we do residential childcare, particularly what | call ordinary
children’s homes, less well than most European countries.”” We heard
many criticisms of the perception of children’s homes as a “last resort™ for
placing children in care: Professor Thoburn said that this meant that “we
let children, teenagers and young people who need to be in residential care
fail two or three or more times™®® and the Care Leavers Association argued
that “stable and well-resourced residential care offers a solution to some of
the current problems of the care system.” Several submitters suggested
that this perception had led to a lack of incentives for local authorities

and providers to invest in and develop high-quality residential provision.?®°
There were also concerns about difficulties recruiting and retaining

staff for children’s homes, and the lack of training and support for staff.
Ofsted highlighted that 12% of children’s homes do not have a registered
manager, which is “the factor that is most likely to lead to a decline in
quality for children.”® Professor Thoburn suggested that there should be an
apprenticeship for residential childcare workers and said:
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We should be ashamed of what we have done about the training

of residential childcare workers. We have no training for them. We

do not go out into schools and say, “You should think about being

a residential childcare worker”, as the Europeans do, or train our
residential care workforce properly [ ... ] People move from all over the
place into residential care, unqualified. We need the knowledge, the
values and the skills. They move in and they train on the job.**

The Department for Education’s children’s social care policy paper, Keeping
Children Safe, Helping Families Thrive, stated that “we should support
children to live with kinship carers or in fostering families, rather than

in residential care”, as this would improve outcomes for children and
reduce costly spending on residential care.?®® The Department’s written
evidence acknowledged that there “will continue to be a need for high
quality residential care which meets the needs of the children, including
those dealing with complex trauma™ and highlighted that the Government
had committed £90 million of capital funding in the Autumn Budget 2024
to renovate and expand the children’s home estate.?® It also states that
“making sure that residential settings are staffed by a skilled and sufficient
workforce is key to ensuring children are protected and cared for” and said
that it had launched a children’s home workforce census in September 2024
to improve understanding of the challenges.

CONCLUSION

We agree that, for most children, a focus on supporting them to live in
a family setting is the right one; however, this should not come at the
expense of developing and maintaining high-quality residential care for
children who need it. We urge the Department for Education to focus on
the quality of provision as well as capacity and take steps to improve
recruitment, retention and training of the children’s home workforce.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education must ensure that all children’s homes are
led by a registered manager and set out the steps it intends to take to
achieve this. Additionally, it should launch a recruitment campaign to
raise the profile of residential care staff and encourage more entrants
into the sector.
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RECOMMENDATION

The Department should use its children’s home workforce census to
review the levels of qualifications currently held by residential staff. It
should also consult on introducing minimum qualification standards for
residential childcare workers and work with local authorities to assess
what initial action can be taken to upskill the existing workforce.

Supported accommodation

We heard a great deal of concern about the rise in the number of children
placed in supported accommodation, also termed semi-independent
accommodation. Children aged 16 and 17 can be placed in this type of
accommodation by local authorities, where they receive “support” rather
than “care”. Barnardo’s said that the number of children living in this

type of provision increased by over 100% since 2019, with almost half of
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children living in these placements.?%
Katharine Sacks-Jones, Chief Executive of Become, said that this
accommodation “might be a hostel or a B&B or even a barge or caravan”°®
and Lucy Croxton, Policy, Public Affairs and Campaigns Manager at the
Together Trust, told our predecessor Committee that she had heard
“harrowing” stories of children “living in a caravan for multiple months at a
time.”?” Georgia Sullivan, a care-experienced young person, had had mixed
experiences of living in supported accommodation. She described her first
placement as “fantastic” with a “high level of support,”° but was then
moved to a placement with a lower level of support. She told us:

Those following placements, | was one of the few that had their head
down in school. | was in a flat with someone else, another care leaver,
with no support, no staff on site. It was just a flat share. Many of

the people that | lived with had difficulties with substance misuse.
They had involvement with gang-related activity. There was a lot of
exploitation happening. There was county lines involvement, and this
was the environment that | had to live in and move between.>*

Since April 2023, Ofsted has been required to register and inspect
providers of supported accommodation. Guidance and quality standards
were published by the Department for Education in March 2023.7° The
Department told us that there are 258 registered providers and that Ofsted
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has carried out 50 full inspections, with a further 500 to be completed in
2025/26.”" The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill also gives Ofsted more
powers to fine unregistered provision.>™

The evidence we received welcomed this, but there were some suggestions
that it has not yet had an impact on reducing the numbers of unsuitable
placements: the Children’s Society said that “evidence shows that children
continue to be placed in unsuitable and at times illegal placements”** and
Katharine Sacks-Jones said that the situation had “got worse since the
introduction of a new regulatory regime.”? Some suggested that children
under 18 should not be placed in semi-independent accommodation at all,?®
and Lucy Croxton told our predecessor Committee that “the £145 million
initial investment in helping providers of semi-independent accommodation
register would have been better spent in helping them get to the regulatory
standard to become regulated children’s homes.”?"® The Children’s
Commissioner recommended that universal care standards should be
introduced, aligning regulatory frameworks across care settings.?” The
2022 Independent Review of Children’s Social Care recommended that the
Government develop a new set of Care Standards which should apply to all
homes where children live, including semi-independent accommodation.*®

CONCLUSION

It is unacceptable that vulnerable children are being placed in unsuitable
homes such as barges and caravans with little or no support. The new
regulatory and inspection regime is an important step in the right
direction, but the Department for Education needs to go further and
ensure that all children under 18 receive care where they live, rather than
simply support.
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RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education must follow the recommendation of the
Independent Review of Children’s Social Care and develop universal
standards of care that apply to all homes, including supported
accommodation, ensuring that children in all settings receive care where
they live.

The social care workforce

Our evidence describes many serious issues affecting the social care
workforce, including high turnover and recruitment and retention difficulties.
The Local Government Association (LGA) reported “significant concerns™
around the social care workforce, with 83% of councils reporting difficulties
recruiting social workers.?" Witnesses to our inquiry said that high staff
turnover is having an impact on the experiences of children in care by
exacerbating the instability they experience. Katharine Sacks-Jones spoke
of children “constantly having to rebuild relationships, the revolving door
of professionals who make huge decisions about their life, and having to
tell their story repeatedly is a massive challenge.”?*° Georgia Sullivan, a
care-experienced young person, said that she had had eight social workers
or personal advisers between the ages of 16 and 25.%*' We also heard that
high turnover can mean that safeguarding concerns are not dealt with
effectively: Annie Hudson, then Chair of the Child Safeguarding Practice
Review Panel, explained that high workforce churn “undermines the quality
of decision-making” and means that agencies do not communicate and
share information effectively.?*

107. Evidence cited a number of different causes of the difficulties in recruiting
and retaining social workers. In particular, we heard about:

Pay: the British Association of Social Workers (BASW) said that social
workers had had the “worst pay growth in the past decade” compared
with other public sector professions.??* Family Action said that the
salaries offered “do not attract people to make a career in family
support or social work as people can earn a similar wage in less
complex, responsible and stressful jobs.”?** BASW called for a national
pay review and for social worker salaries to keep pace with increases
in other public sector professions.?®
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Workload: Frontline said that 54% of social workers struggle to
manage their high caseloads and 47% do not have enough time to
spend with the families they work with.??® Maris Stratulis, National
Director of BASW England, told us that BASW heard from social
workers “dealing with far too much work, dreading coming into work,
not sleeping at night because they are worried about the children and
young people on their caseload.””

Lack of understanding of and respect for the role: Matt Clayton,
Strategic Lead for Children in Care and Care Leavers at Coventry City
Council, described a perception of social workers as “someone that
stole babies”®?® and Annie Hudson said that there was “weak public
understanding about what social workers do” and that their work
“comes into the public limelight only when something goes drastically
wrong.”?*® We heard calls for a national recruitment campaign for
social workers to improve public understanding of the role.?°

Student bursaries: BASW stated that social work student bursaries had
been frozen for eight years and that the number of bursaries available
had been capped since 2013, which was affecting recruitment

of students and causing students to drop out of courses.”' The
Association of Professors of Social Work stated that applications to
social work qualifying courses had been declining for several years.?*

108. We also heard concerns about the increase in the use of agency social
workers in response to the difficulties with recruitment and retention.
According to the LGA, social workers are leaving to join agencies due
to increased pay, more flexibility and a different working culture, and
highlighted that the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care estimated
that the additional cost of employing agency staff was £26,000 per worker
per year.?* Matt Clayton told our predecessor Committee that he was now
seeing CVs from agency workers who were “basically just newly qualified
social workers” who had “not had the time and investment in a local
authority with a CPD to get to a level that you need to be at to come in.”**
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109. There are some signs that the situation is beginning to improve: the latest

110.

1.

Department for Education data shows that, in 2024, there were 34,300
children and families social workers—an increase of 3.7% from 2023 and the
highest since the data series started in 2017. There were 7,200 vacancies,
down 6.9% from 2023, and 6,500 agency social workers in post, down 9.2%
after peaking in 2023. The average caseload was 15.4, the lowest since the
data series started in 2017.%%°

While difficulties recruiting social workers were most frequently referred

to in the evidence we received, we also heard about recruitment and
retention difficulties across a wide range of other social care professionals.
These included residential care workers, personal advisers, educational
psychologists, health visitors, and personal assistants for disabled
children.?¢ Ofsted also said that there was a “national shortage of high-
quality senior leaders” with “too many interim leaders moving from local
authority to local authority.”?’

The previous Government developed and began to test a five-year early
career framework (ECF) for social workers in response to a recommendation
from the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care.?® This was welcomed
by witnesses, who described it as a “fantastic starting point” which would
provide helpful structure and support for newly qualified social workers.?*
The current Government has replaced the proposed five-year ECF with a
two-year social work induction programme, which is currently open for
consultation.**® The Government is taking steps to reduce the use of agency
workers through the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill, which allows the
Secretary of State to make regulations about the use of agency workers in
children’s social care. The regulations could require agency workers used

by local authorities to meet specified requirements; make provision about
the way agency workers are to be managed; and make provision about the
terms under which agency workers may be supplied, including the amount
that may be paid.?* Fran Oram, Portfolio Director for Children’s Social Care
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Reform at the Department for Education, also told us that the Department
had set up a National Workload Action Group to look at workload pressures
for social workers.**

112. CONCLUSION

There is a serious problem with recruitment and retention in the social
care workforce. High turnover and overstretched staff are exacerbating
the instability experienced by children in care and increase the risk of
safeguarding concerns being overlooked. The Department for Education
has begun to address this with the planned induction programme and
regulations on the use of agency workers, but a wholesale review of the
workforce is needed.

113.  RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education should develop a workforce strategy
for children’s social care setting out how it will improve recruitment,
retention and training across the children’s social care workforce,
including social workers, residential care workers, personal advisers,
educational psychologists, health visitors, and personal assistants. This
should include measures such as increased pay, bursaries for studying
and training, and improving awareness of the different roles within
children’s social care.

Mental health support

114. Local authorities have a duty under the Children Act 1989 to safeguard
and promote the welfare of the children they look after, which includes
the promotion of the child’s physical, emotional and mental health and
statutory guidance sets out responsibilities for local authorities, clinical
commissioning groups and NHS England.?® Local authorities must
arrange for the child to have a health assessment by a registered medical
practitioner and ensure that the child has an up-to-date individual health
plan. The assessment should include physical, emotional and mental
health.>**

115. The evidence we received highlighted mental health as a key issue for
children in care and care leavers. We heard that many children in care
have experienced significant trauma and abuse, and that care-experienced
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young people are significantly more likely to have a mental health problem
than the general population: in 2021, 45% of care-experienced children
aged 5 to 15 had emotional and mental health problems, compared to a rate
of 10% for those who were not care-experienced.* The care-experienced
young people we spoke to all described experiences of poor mental health
and emphasised the importance of strong mental health support: as Louise
Fitt explained “ You will not be okay if you are going into care; there is a
reason why you are there.”**® Lamar Mohsen said that she had had “no
mental health support” on entering care*’ and said that she thought that
“mental health check-ins are equally as important—if not more important—
as physical check-ins for children in care.”**®

We heard concerns about difficulties accessing Child and Adolescent Mental
Health Services (CAMHS), a lack of specialist services for children in care,
and a lack of joined-up working between local authorities and CAMHS.**
Georgia Sullivan, a care-experienced young person, described the waiting
lists for CAMHS as “horrific” and suggested that looked-after children
should have fast-track access to CAMHS and that specialist services for
children in care should be available.*° A recent report by CoramBAAF and
University College London highlighted the benefits of co-locating CAMHS
and children’s social care professionals into a single mental health team,
either through CAMHS staff seconded into a social care team or social

care professionals seconded into a CAMHS children in care team. The
report recommends that all local authority areas should have a co-located
mental health service between children’s social care and CAMHS, which is
commissioned to provide direct and indirect evidence-based support.*

Dinithi Wijedasa, Associate Professor at Bristol University, said that while
most local authorities do fulfil the duty to assess the mental health of
children in their care, “this data is then not used by all local authorities to
provide the support that children need” and some “do nothing at all.”?*®
However, evidence from the young people suggested that emotional and
mental health is not always being included in health assessments: Lamar
Mohsen said “growing up it was only physical assessments, we didn’t have

245

246
247
248
249

250
251

252

The Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition (CSC0048); Triple P UK & Ireland
(CSC0167); The Care Leavers Association (CSC0080); The Children’s Homes Association
(CSC0095); Become (CSCO114)

Q429

Q418

Q429

The Care Leavers Association (CSC0080); Local Government Association (CSC0014);
Kinship (CSC0146)

Q429

CoramBAAF, Increasing access to evidence-informed mental health service provision for
children in care in England, May 2025

Q77

51


https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/127653/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/134449/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/127701/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/127722/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128297/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15376/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15376/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15376/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/127701/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/127474/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/132850/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15376/html/
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/uktraumacouncil.link/documents/Hiller%20et%20al.%20National%20Recommendations%20MH%20Provision%20for%20CiC.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/uktraumacouncil.link/documents/Hiller%20et%20al.%20National%20Recommendations%20MH%20Provision%20for%20CiC.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14397/html/

118.

119.

mental health check-ins at all.”** In our recent report into the Children’s
Wellbeing and Schools Bill, we concluded that strong mental health support
is crucial for children in care, and that there is scope to strengthen the
requirement for the mental health and wellbeing of children and young
people in the care system to be assessed.?* In its response to the report,
the Department for Education stated that it had heard similar feedback

and agreed that this was concerning. It stated that the Department for
Education and the Department of Health and Social Care were reviewing
and updating the current statutory guidance and that, as part of this
review, they would “consider what changes are needed to further ensure
that children in care and care leavers receive the support they need for their
mental health and wellbeing.”***

Evidence highlighted the importance of professionals understanding the
impact of trauma and care experience when working with young people.
The Care Leavers Association said that “most CAMHS services are too
generic and do not fully meet the needs of children in care” and called for
specialist trauma CAMHS services for children in care, as well as better
support from children’s social care.?*® Will McMahon, Project Worker at
Care Leavers’ Association, said that “we do not see a sufficient response

of specialist care to those who have post-traumatic stress”,*’” and Lynn
Perry, Chief Executive of Barnardo’s, highlighted that the impact of trauma
was particularly acute for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children.*® Jake
Hartley, a care-experienced young person, said that he “d[id] not think there
is much knowledge around care experience for young people in terms of the
trauma that they go through, and how to help them” and Louise Fitt said

“a lot could be explained if [professionals] understood the experience of
trauma.”**

Minister Daby told us that the Department was “committed to making sure
there are mental health provisions in school” and that it was “looking at
how [it] can work more closely with the Department of Health [and Social
Care] to make sure that children’s mental health needs within children’s
social care are being addressed and met.”%°
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CONCLUSION
Children in care have experienced trauma, abuse and neglect, and they
are over four times more likely to suffer from emotional or mental health
problems than their peers. It is therefore essential that there is a strong
system in place to support them. Currently, the support available is
falling far short of what is needed.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education should work with the Department of
Health and Social Care to ensure that children in care and care leavers
are prioritised for mental health support and improve training for mental
health practitioners on the impact of trauma. This could be achieved by
setting up co-located mental health services between children’s social
care and Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and the
Department should work with the Department for Health and Social Care
to pilot this approach.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education and the Department of Health and
Social Care should take forward this Committee’s recommendation to
strengthen the role of mental health and emotional wellbeing in health
assessments of children in care, ensuring that there is proper, effective
accountability for meeting the current requirements.

Independent advocacy

Children in care have a right to request an independent advocate at any
time.?®' Advocates ensure that children are receiving the support they

are entitled to and that their views are heard and their rights respected
when decisions are being made about their lives. Evidence to this inquiry
highlighted the importance of having an advocate and the difference it can
make to children’s lives: the Children’s Commissioner cited research showing
that 16- and 17-year-olds who presented as homeless to their local authority
and accepted their offer of an advocate were statistically significantly more
likely to be given care than children who declined it.**® The National Youth
Advocacy Service said that advocacy was a “fundamental way of ensuring
the views, wishes and feelings of care-experienced children and young
people can be heard by professionals around them.”2¢?
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124. However, take-up of advocacy services is low: research by the Children’s
Commissioner in 2023 found that there was an average referral rate for
advocates of 5%, and a wide range in referral rates (from 0% to 42%)
across local authorities, and that only 65% of children received support
from an advocate after being referred.*** The 2022 Independent Review
of Children’s Social Care recommended that advocacy should be made
an opt-out model and that the Children’s Commissioner should oversee
advocacy services, with the powers to refer children’s complaints and
concerns to the court.?® We heard strong support for this proposal from
many organisations,?®® and the National Youth Advocacy Service said
that they were “disappointed” that the Government had not committed
to any advocacy reforms in its children’s social care policy paper or in the
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill.*’

125. We also heard about the importance of advocacy for disabled children
and their families.?®® The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel’s report
into safeguarding children with disabilities and complex health needs
in residential settings, which looked at the factors leading to the abuse
in the Hesley Group in Doncaster, found that there was “little evidence”
that advocacy was provided to children in the homes and recommended
that all children with disabilities and complex health needs in residential
settings should have access to independent advocacy.?®® The National Youth
Advocacy Service also expressed disappointment that the Government
had not taken this forward and urged the Government to accept this
recommendation.?”

126. CONCLUSION
It is essential that children in care have a voice when important decisions
are being made about their lives. Currently, too few children are
accessing the advocacy support they are entitled to, with an average
referral rate of just 5% across local authorities. It is also essential
that disabled children and children with special educational needs,
particularly those in residential care, have access to this support.
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RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education must take forward the recommendation

of the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care to introduce an opt-
out model of independent advocacy for all children in care. It must also
act on the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel’s recommendation
for all children with disabilities and complex health needs in residential
settings to have access to independent advocacy.

Reunification

We received some evidence highlighting the key role of reunifying children
with their birth families when safe and appropriate. In 2024, 26% of children
leaving care returned to live with parents or relatives—the most common
route to leaving care.?” June Thoburn, Professor of Social Work at University
of East Anglia, told our predecessor Committee that that “carefully planned
and resourced specialist support for children’s return to parents is as
essential as it is for children leaving care for adoption or guardianship”.?”

However, we heard that there is currently not enough of a focus on
reunification within Government or local authorities. Research from the
NSPCC and Action for Children found that 56% of 75 local authorities
surveyed did not have a reunification policy or strategy, with only 19%
having a standalone reunification team, despite 78% stating they would
“like to provide more pre-reunification support than is currently offered”.?”?
Matt Clayton, Strategic Lead for Children in Care and Care Leavers at
Coventry City Council, told our predecessor Committee that the lack of focus
on and support for reunification was a “real failure of the whole system” and
that there was “a real role for the Government in sharing good practice”.?”
The NSPCC and Action for Children recommended that the Government
develop national reunification guidance, fund and implement a national
initiative to deliver Family Help to reunified families, and evaluate and share
good reunification practice.””

During its visit to Germany, the previous Committee saw a system with a
strong emphasis on maintaining links between parents and children in care,
which supported reunification. The previous Committee visited an innovative
children’s home where parents and children were able to live together as a
family within the home, supported by professionals for a defined period, and

271

272

273

274
275

Department for Education, Children looked after in England including adoptions,
November 2024

Professor June Thoburn (Emeritus Professor at UEA Centre for Research on Children and
Families) (CSC0012)

NSPCC (CSCOT111); Action for Children (CSC0160)

Q227

NSPCC (CSCOT11)

55


https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/children-looked-after-in-england-including-adoptions/2024
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/127457/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128273/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/133660/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14623/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/128273/html/

131.

132.

133.

where that was not possible, parents visited children up to five times per
week and engaged in the daily life of the home. This meant that reunification
rates for these families were much higher and almost all children returned
to their birth families after a period of time in the home.

However, we also heard some concerns about the risks of reunification
and the need to ensure that it is done with caution. Roger Gough,
Children’s Services Spokesperson at County Councils Network, highlighted
that reunifying children with their families can be difficult where family
circumstances have changed and families “may not be in a position where
they are used to sharing their lives with children”.?’¢ Dinithi Wijedasa,
Associate Professor at Bristol University, said that “some 40% of
reunifications break down within the first five years because the parents
do not have sufficient continued support over the years to maintain these
reunifications.””” Georgia Sullivan, a care-experienced young person,
spoke of the additional instability created by the local authority attempting
reunification with her birth family although she did not want this and was
“actively advocating against” it.?’® When asked about introducing national
guidance for reunification, Minister Daby said that she would take it away
and discuss it with relevant groups.””®

CONCLUSION
When done carefully and effectively, reunification of children with their
birth families can be a positive way of supporting children to leave care.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education should evaluate existing reunification
practice and publish national guidance on reunification, drawing on the
good practice that already exists in many local authorities.
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4 Disabled children’s care

Under Section 17 of the Children Act 1989, all disabled children are classed
as “children in need”. Families with disabled children are entitled to a
number of services including short breaks from care (respite care), holiday
play schemes, care at home, aids and adaptations, financial help and a
‘needs assessment’ where a social worker will discuss their health, social
care and education needs.?° The Department for Education commissioned
the Law Commission to conduct a review of the legal framework governing
children’s social care, as recommended by the Independent Review of
Children’s Social Care. They published a consultation paper setting out
initial proposals in October 2024 and are due to conclude the review in
summer 2025.%% The Minister for Children and Families (Janet Daby MP) told
us that the Department would review the recommendations and follow up
with a response.??

Sufficiency and access

Many of the issues we heard about within the broader children’s social
care system were echoed in the evidence relating to disabled children’s
care; in particular, problems around sufficiency of provision. In response
to the question of whether the level of provision for disabled children is
sufficient, the Disabled Children’s Partnership said that “the answer is a
resounding ‘no’”, citing research that found that only one in seven families
had the correct level of support from social care.? We heard about a lack
of availability of short breaks and respite care: research by Sense found
that 57% of parents were not able to access all the short breaks and respite
services that they needed®®* and Contact said that “few overnight respite
centres for disabled children remain.”*®* Harriet Edwards, Head of Policy,
Public Affairs and Research at Sense, told us that “a lot of areas are just

a desert for holiday provision” and that “in some areas there is nothing
that disabled children can access in the summer holidays and similar for
wraparound care.”?8®
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136. Witnesses also said that parents struggle to navigate the system and

137.

138.

to understand what they are entitled to, with families getting “bounced
around the system” when trying to access support.”®’ Jo Harrison, Co-
Chair, National Network of Parent Carer Forums CIC, described a “postcode
lottery” of support, with “little transparency” over which services were
available in which areas.?®® The Independent Provider of Special Education
Advice (IPSEA) stated that “there is currently a national threshold for
assessment, but thresholds for support remain locally determined,
sometimes unlawfully.”?*° Sense, Contact and IPSEA recommended that
national eligibility criteria be introduced for disabled children’s care and
that these be clearly communicated to parents so that they are aware of
their entitlements.?*°

Assessment processes

Evidence stated that disabled children’s care is often deprioritised by
local authorities as capacity constraints mean that they focus on child
protection:**' Harriet Edwards said that “time and again, disabled children
are being overlooked by the social care system.”?*> We heard worrying
reports of inappropriate assessments being conducted by social services
which focused on child protection rather than on support for parents. Jo
Harrison, Co-Chair of the National Network of Parent Carer Forums CIC,
told us that parents report being “viewed through a safeguarding lens
rather than with a person-centred view” and “feel that they are blamed
and fear social care engagement for fear of child removal.”?* Stephen
Kingdom, Campaign Manager of the Disabled Children’s Partnership, told
our predecessor Committee that “social workers are going into families
where there is no evidence of abuse or evidence of safeguarding issues | ...
] and doing the same sort of assessment with the same assessment forms
that they would for families where there were concerns about neglect or
abuse.”%*

IPSEA and Contact suggested that social workers should receive training on
the legal entitlements and particular challenges faced by disabled children
and their families, and Contact called for specialist disabled social worker
teams in local authorities to be established, who should lead separate
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139.

assessment processes to reflect the distinct needs of disabled children.?*
The Law Commission has proposed introducing a single duty to assess the
social care needs of a disabled child that is set out clearly in legislation,
and a statutory requirement that an assessment is proportionate and
appropriate to the circumstances of the child and their family.?%®

Personal budgets

Families of disabled children may be eligible to receive a ‘personal budget’
from their local authority to help with the costs of social care and support.
As part of this, direct payments can be made to parents and carers to allow
them to manage the support themselves; for example, to employ a care
worker or personal assistant.?*’ The evidence we received was supportive
of personal budgets but raised some concerns about how they worked in
practice. The Disabled Children’s Partnership said that that the amount of
money available was “insufficient to meet costs”?* and Stephen Kingdom
described local authorities putting “strong constraints” on how the money
could be spent, which meant that parents could not always use it for what
they needed.**® Harriet Edwards said that workforce shortages meant that
families could not always get the staff they needed, and that the funding
often came in “small packets” of support for, for example, two hours per
day.*°° Witnesses criticised the administrative burden placed on parents
when employing personal assistants themselves. Tina Emery, then Co-
Chair of the National Network of Parent Carer Forums, told our predecessor
Committee:

Being an employer—having liability insurance, paying tax and
insurance and national insurance for your worker—is really difficult

[ ... ] Even when you use a third party, as a local authority will
sometimes offer, to pay these workers through, the system itself can
be very complicated. You think it would be simpler. Families often get
in a mess and feel like it is not worth claiming for because the worry of
not paying somebody the right amount of tax or not having the right
amount of money in their account to pay somebody is a bit nerve-
racking for some families.?”’
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The Law Commission’s consultation set out two proposals on personal
budgets: direct payments should be set at an amount that is sufficient to
secure the provision needed, as opposed to an amount that is estimated
to be reasonable; and that they should be kept under review, so that
their sufficiency can be monitored, and alternative arrangements made if
they are not working.*° Minister Daby highlighted that this was a cross-
departmental matter.** The Department later wrote to us to state that
individual local authorities are responsible for setting personal budgets,
and that all local authorities are receiving an increase in funding in 2025
to 2026 through the National Funding Formula, and the total high needs
budget for 2025 to 2026 will be £11.9 billion.***

CONCLUSION

Too often, disabled children are overlooked in the social care system.
Parents struggle to understand and access the support available and
face a confusing “postcode lottery” of support between local authorities.
There is an urgent need to improve access to short breaks, respite care
and holiday provision; it is unacceptable that over half of parents are
unable to access the short breaks and respite services that they need.

CONCLUSION

It is deeply concerning to hear that parents of disabled children are
being treated with suspicion and undergoing inappropriate assessment
processes when reaching out for help. The Department for Education
must address this as an urgent priority and ensure that it fully
implements the Law Commission’s proposals relating to assessment
processes once they have been published.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education must set out how it will implement the
proposals in the Law Commission’s review of disabled children’s social
care no later than two months following the publication of the review,
which is expected shortly. This should include a clear timeframe and
assessment of any spending required to implement the proposals.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department should introduce national eligibility criteria for disabled
children’s social care and ensure that local authorities are clearly
communicating these to families.
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RECOMMENDATION
The Department should conduct a review of the availability of short
breaks, respite care and holiday provision for disabled children to
understand where the shortages are most acute. It should work with
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government to fund
local authorities to be able to offer this provision to all families who are
entitled to it.

RECOMMENDATION
The Department should ensure that the specialist workforce for disabled
children is included in the children’s social care workforce strategy

that we have recommended. The Department must review the training
provided to children and families social workers and ensure that social
workers are being adequately trained in the specific needs of disabled
children and their families and the distinct type of assessment processes
that are needed for this group.
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5 Keeping children safe

Child protection

Under Section 47 of the Children Act 1989, a child protection investigation
will be triggered when a local authority suspects a child is suffering, or at
risk of suffering, significant harm at home.*** The Government’s statutory
guidance, Working Together to Safeguard Children, sets out the steps
that must be taken in response to Section 47 enquiries, which may include
putting the child on a child protection plan and taking the child into local
authority care.>°¢

In March 2024, there were 49,900 children on child protection plans in
England. This represents a slight fall from 50,780 since the previous year
and an increase from 48,300 in 2014. The number of children on child
protection plans rose between 2014 and 2019 and has been falling slowly
since then.**” The chart below sets out the numbers of children on child
protection plans broken down by type of abuse and neglect since 2014.

Figure 1: Number of children on child protection plans by category of
abuse, 2014-2024

Source: Department for Education, Statistics: Children in need
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149. Although the number of children on child protection plans has decreased,

150.

151.

we heard that this is not reflective of a reduction in the prevalence of child
abuse and neglect. Witnesses from Barnardo’s and the National Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) said that they were seeing
rising need across their services and said that there was a discrepancy
between the numbers of children on child protection plans and those in
need of support.**® Anna Edmundson, Head of Policy and Public Affairs at
the NSPCC, called for the Government to put in place funding for a national
survey on the prevalence of the different types of abuse and neglect.3*®

Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill

The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill introduces a number of measures
to improve the system of child protection. These include:

introducing a Single Unique Identifier to improve information sharing
across agencies

including childcare and education agencies in safeguarding
arrangements

establishing multi-agency child protection teams in every local
authority area

introducing a duty on local authorities to have and maintain registers
of children not in school

introducing a requirement for local authority consent to home
educate a child if they are subject to a Section 47 enquiry or on a child
protection plan.

The witnesses we heard from were broadly supportive of these measures.
There was general agreement that the single unique identifier (SUI) would
help information-sharing between agencies and witnesses praised the
“sensible” approach taken by the Department for Education in piloting the
policy; however, they also highlighted the importance of ensuring that data
protection was carefully managed and that the IT systems were in place for
the SUI to be compatible across agencies.*™ There was also support for the
inclusion of education in safeguarding arrangements, with Annie Hudson,
then Chair of the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, stating that it
was “beyond doubt” that the sector should be included.®"
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Multi-agency working in safeguarding was a key theme highlighted in
evidence to this inquiry. Evidence received prior to the publication of the Bill
raised concerns about poor joint working between different agencies and
professionals. The National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) described
a “ dysfunctional approach” to co-operation between services, which meant
that “children’s needs are not being sufficiently met”.*"> Annie Hudson told us
that the design of the multi-agency system was “problematic” and created
“silos” for assessment and decision-making, which means that “the timely
and robust decision making that you need, particularly when children are at
risk of significant harm, too often does not happen.”®

Witnesses therefore welcomed the provision for multi-agency child
protection teams in the Bill. Lynn Perry, Chief Executive of Barnardo’s, said
that working across agency boundaries was “critical to achieving better
outcomes for children”®" and Annie Hudson said that it had “real potential
for a real sea change in how we protect and safeguard children”.® However,
several witnesses highlighted that there was still detail to be worked out as
to the implementation of the teams. Lynn Perry said that there would be a
need for “real leadership to make sure that that is embedded on the ground,
that there is good challenge and support between agencies and that it has
real impact for children” and highlighted the importance of learning from
the family first pathfinders to help inform implementation.®® Rob Williams,
Senior Policy Adviser at NAHT, and Andy Smith, President of the Association
of Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS), emphasised the need to consider
the impact on workload and workforce wellbeing, and Andy Smith also
highlighted that the Bill does not mandate other agencies to engage with
the teams, meaning that “it is not clear yet whether other Government
Departments will sign up”.*” The Minister for Children and Families

(Janet Daby MP) told us that the measures in the Bill would be “reviewed
and continue to be reviewed, but we need to make sure that various
Departments and professionals are all working together with a determined
effort so that we are keeping children safe and protected.”
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CONCLUSION

The Department for Education’s reforms to child protection through the
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill are welcome and go some way
towards alleviating many of the concerns we have heard in this inquiry.
There will be a need for careful testing and monitoring to assess the
impact they are having and make any necessary changes as they are
rolled out. However, there is a need for better data to fully understand
the true prevalence of child abuse and neglect.

RECOMMENDATION

Multi-agency working is crucial in child safeguarding processes. Where
there is disagreement between children’s social care and other agencies
such as health, police and education on a safeguarding matter, there
must be clear processes in place to review and escalate concerns
providing a clear line of accountability and decision-making.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education should make funding available for a
national survey on the prevalence of the different types of abuse and
neglect, to improve its understanding of these issues and inform the
development of future policy interventions.

Neglect

The Department for Education’s statutory guidance defines neglect as “the
persistent failure to meet a child’s basic physical and/or psychological
needs, likely to result in the serious impairment of the child’s health or
development.”” Neglect is the most common form of harm for children
subject to a child protection plan and has been rising since 2014, with
25,350 children currently on a child protection plan for reasons of neglect
compared with 20,970 in 2014. Neglect was the only category of harm which
saw an increase between 2023 and 2024.3%°

The NSPCC expressed concerns that the child protection system is not well
set up to respond to neglect, highlighting difficulty among professionals

in identifying signs of neglect; slow responses to neglect referrals; and
difficulty in identifying where neglect is “persistent” in a system focused
on individual “incidents”.** Much of the evidence also highlighted the
relationship between poverty and neglect, and we heard some concerns
about children being taken into care on the grounds of poverty, defined as
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159.

neglect.?* We heard calls for “non-stigmatising” early help and support
for families to tackle the issue,*”* and the NSPCC recommended that the
Government put in place a national neglect strategy, improve guidance
for tackling neglect, and consider neglect as part of its Child Poverty
Strategy.** Minister Daby suggested that the Department’s work on family
hubs and family group decision-making would help to improve this.?*
However, witnesses told us that the current proposals on family group
decision-making mean that it would come too late in the process to have a
significant impact for many families.**

Fran Oram, Portfolio Director of Children’s Social Care Reform at the
Department for Education, told us that new Department data showed that
the leading cause of a child coming into care is parental mental health,
and highlighted the “real overlap” between neglect and mental ill health.
Department data shows that concerns about a parent’s mental health was
the most commonly identified factor in child in need assessments in 2024,
identified in 165,480 cases out of a total of 506,370.%*” She stated that the
Department’s strategy and legislation was focused on “supporting the
parents to do a good job to look after the child” in cases of neglect, rather
than removing the child if this was not necessary.3?

160. CONCLUSION
Neglect is sadly on the rise in England and is clearly linked to poverty
and poor parental mental health. The Department for Education does
not appear to have a clear strategy for addressing neglect and there
are concerns that the social care system is not set up well to respond to
neglect referrals.

161. RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education must put in place a national neglect
strategy to set out how it will reduce the incidence of neglect.
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162. RECOMMENDATION
The Department should ensure that measures to reduce neglect
and support parents with poor mental health and drug and alcohol
addictions are considered as part of its Child Poverty Strategy and
recognise that poverty is not the only circumstance in which neglect
takes place and take a broader approach to tackling neglect.

Child sexual abuse

163. The Department for Education’s statutory guidance defines child sexual
abuse as “forcing or enticing a child or young person to take part in sexual
activities, not necessarily involving a high level of violence, whether or not
the child is aware of what is happening.”* The Centre of Expertise on Child
Sexual Abuse estimates that 500,000 children were abused in England
and Wales in 2023/24, but only 101,000 child sexual abuse offences were
recorded by police in that year.>*°

164. The Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA) was established
in 2015 to look at the extent to which institutions in England and Wales
had discharged their duty to protect children from sexual abuse. Their
final report was published in 2022 and made 20 recommendations to the
Government, with three “centrepiece” recommendations of focus:

introducing a mandatory reporting duty for child sexual abuse

establishing a national redress scheme for victims of child sexual
abuse who have been let down by institutions in the past

creating a Child Protection Authority with powers to inspect any
institution associated with children.®’

165. On 9 April 2025, the Home Office published a progress update on tackling
child sexual abuse. It sets out a number of ICSA’s recommendations that
have already been acted on or are in progress, in particular the introduction
of a mandatory reporting duty, and sets out a detailed timetable for
implementing the remaining recommendations.?*

166. We did not take detailed evidence on child sexual abuse or IICSA’s
recommendations as part of this inquiry. However, we did receive evidence
regarding the proposal for a mandatory reporting duty and its possible
impact on the sector. The Crime and Policing Bill published in February
2025 introduces a duty on individuals in certain roles to report child sexual

329 Department for Education, Working together to safeguard children, December 2023
330 CSA Centre, Data Insights Hub, accessed 11 April 2025

331 Independent Inquiry Into Child Sexual Abuse, Final Report, October 2022

332 Home Office, Tackling Child Sexual Abuse: Progress Update, April 2025
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abuse in the case of a disclosure from a child or perpetrator or if they have
witnessed it in person or in an image, video or audio recording. There is no
criminal sanction for failing to report, but the Bill creates a new criminal
offence of obstructing an individual from making a report under the

duty.?* By contrast, IICSA recommended a duty that included an individual
observing “recognised indicators™ of child sexual abuse, and that it should
be a criminal offence for mandated individuals to fail to report abuse if they
have witnessed it or in the event of a disclosure.**

Evidence we received prior to the publication of the Bill expressed concerns
about the risk of overwhelming an already stretched system with increased
reports, or about professionals becoming overly fearful of discussing sexual
abuse. Rob Williams suggested that “to err on the side of caution, all those
tiny little bits of information would be reported into social care and would
overwhelm the system. That could create a situation where children are at
increased risk because of the huge amount of information to wade through
and those important ones are not picked up as quickly as they could be.”33%
Andy Smith said that there was a “worry about reorientation and refocusing
resources on handling reports rather than the change work with children
and families that we need to do”, and Annie Hudson suggested that there
was a risk that “people could potentially avoid thinking about a child being
sexually abused and asking some of the open questions that might enable
a child to talk”.**® We were not able to gather further evidence on this issue
following the publication of the Bill.

When questioned on this matter, Minister Daby stated that she was unaware
of the issue.*” Fran Oram told us that the Department was engaging with
the Home Office to ensure that there were no adverse consequences from
the policy, and that they were “working closely with the Home Office to
ensure that things like Childline can continue to operate in a safe and
supportive way for children where they need that support.”*® The Minister
later wrote to us to state that she expects the duty to come into force 12
months after the Bill receives Royal Assent, and that the Department would
be “working with the Home Office ahead of the duty coming into force to
ensure successful implementation.”*
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CONCLUSION

There is an urgent need to take forward the recommendations of the
Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse. The introduction of the
mandatory reporting duty is an important step forward, but it is limited
in scope to instances of a disclosure or witnessing abuse, which are rare
occurrences. We were concerned that, when asked, Minister Daby was
unaware of this despite the significant implications it will have for the
social care sector and child protection.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education should improve training and guidance
around reporting of child sexual abuse and work jointly with the Home
Office towards implementing the more robust mandatory reporting duty
recommended by IICSA, ensuring that the sector is well-prepared for

The role of Ofsted

Ofsted is responsible for assessing the performance of children’s social care
as delivered by local authorities, through its inspection of local authority
children’s services (ILACS) frameworks, and regulates and inspects
children’s social care providers using the social care common inspection
framework (SCCIF).3*° Ofsted has a range of powers which include the power
of entry into a regulated children’s social care setting, and enforcement
powers enabling Ofsted to refuse, suspend or cancel the registration of a
children’s services provider, as well as to carry out a criminal investigation
leading to prosecution.**' Inspections carried out under both frameworks
currently result in judgements using a four-point scale of outstanding, good,
requires improvement, and inadequate. Ofsted is currently in the process

of replacing single-word judgements across its inspections; Sir Martyn
Oliver, His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and
Skills, told us that this would happen later for children’s social care than

for education, estimating that the process would start in April 2026.3*
During its visit to Berlin, the previous Committee heard that Germany’s
decentralised system offered more flexibility in approaches to inspection
processes, but lacked the uniformity and public reporting transparency of

Ofsted, Inspecting local authority children’s services, April 2025; Ofsted, Social care
common inspection framework, April 2025
Care Standards Act 2000
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The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill introduces a number of measures
strengthening Ofsted’s powers of regulation and enforcement. It gives
Ofsted the power to issue an improvement plan notice to a provider where
it reasonably suspects there are grounds for cancelling the registration of
two or more of the group’s settings, and allows Ofsted to issue a monetary
penalty if the provider does not comply. The Bill also gives Ofsted the power
to issue fines for breaches of the Care Standards Act 2000; for example,

for operating an unregistered children’s home.*** The written evidence we
received, including from Ofsted itself, was broadly supportive of these
measures.’**

We heard some concerns that providers were reluctant to accept certain
children, particularly those with complex needs, out of a fear that it would
negatively affect their Ofsted rating. The Local Government Association

said that, despite assurances at a national level, “local Ofsted inspectors
can appear to penalise children’s homes where they are supporting children
with particularly complex needs” and Hampshire County Council said “too
often we see inspection outcomes downgraded because of the complexity
of need that residential homes are dealing with”.>** Yvette Stanley, National
Director for Regulation and Social Care at Ofsted, said that Ofsted was
“tackling that perception head on” and Sir Martyn Oliver highlighted the
need for caution, saying, “We must never allow people to use Ofsted as an
excuse not to take vulnerable children, but neither must we allow vulnerable
children to be placed in settings where they do not have the skillset to look
after them”.**¢ Fran Oram agreed that this “absolutely does happen and is
very problematic” and said that the Government’s capital investment into
children’s homes would allow local authorities to develop more specialist
provision so that children with complex needs could have their needs met.**

We received some concerning evidence highlighting the practice of using
handcuffs to transport children in care between placements or to school,
court or hospital appointments. Written evidence from Hope instead of
Handcuffs stated that “shockingly, many of these children are automatically
put in handcuffs or subject to other forms of restrictive interventions by
their secure transportation provider”, if they display “even the slightest sign
of distress risks™.**® Yvette Stanley said that she was aware of the practice
and that it was a “gap in regulation”, suggesting that “there are better
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Local Government Association (CSC0014); Hampshire County Council (CSC0047)
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ways to support children in managing moves and helping them to self-
regulate”.** Minister Daby agreed that this was concerning and said that
the Department was looking into it.**°

CONCLUSION
The Department for Education has made some welcome steps towards
increasing Ofsted’s powers of intervention in the Children’s Wellbeing
and Schools Bill. However, some key gaps in regulation remain, most
notably the worrying practice of using handcuffs to transport children
between settings. We are also concerned that fear of negative Ofsted
ratings is causing providers to refuse children with complex needs,
putting more pressure on an already overstretched sector.

RECOMMENDATION

The Department for Education must act to strictly limit the use of
handcuffs to those cases where it is otherwise unavoidable or necessary
for the child’s own safety, and work with Ofsted to ensure that local
authorities and transport providers are held accountable on this.

RECOMMENDATION
Ofsted and the Department for Education should ensure that the
inspection system that replaces single-word judgements does not
penalise providers who take on children with complex needs, while also
ensuring that children with complex needs are placed in settings with the
appropriate skills to provide a high quality of care and support, and that
guidance is clearly communicated to providers.

349 Q303
350 Q513
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6 Leaving care

Support for care leavers

There is a range of support available to young people when they transition
out of the care system into adult life. Local authorities are required to put
certain measures in place to support care leavers, including:

Appointing a personal adviser to help care leavers transition to adult
life

Carrying out an assessment of what support the young person needs
and putting a plan in place to ensure they receive this support

Publishing a “local offer” setting out care leavers’ legal entitlements
and the support available.?’

Local authorities are required to provide financial support to enable young
people in foster care to remain living with their former foster family to

age 21 through the Staying Put scheme. A similar scheme for residential
care, Staying Close, is being piloted. There are also a range of grants and
bursaries available, including for care leavers staying in full-time education,
taking up apprenticeships, and a leaving care grant to enable them to set
up their first home.3*®

The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill places Staying Close on a
statutory footing by requiring local authorities to assess whether care
leavers aged under 25 require Staying Close support and placing them
under a duty to provide it if so. It also requires local authorities to publish
their arrangements for supporting and assisting care leavers in their
transition to adulthood and independent living, as part of their local offer,
and prevents care leavers under 25 from being classed as intentionally
homeless.**

The inquiry received a great deal of evidence highlighting poor outcomes for
care leavers across a range of measures, and the difficulties young people
face on leaving care and transitioning into adulthood. The Department for
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Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill [as amended in Public Bill Committee], Bill 177,
Clauses 7-9

72


https://www.gov.uk/leaving-foster-or-local-authority-care
https://www.gov.uk/leaving-foster-or-local-authority-care
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/59-01/0177/240177.pdf

Education’s own written evidence describes the “long shadow” of leaving
care and states that “care leavers have some of the worst long-term life
outcomes in society across health, housing, education and employment”.**
Some of the disturbing statistics we received regarding outcomes for care
leavers include:

39% of care leavers aged 19-21 are not in education, training or
employment, compared to 13% of all young people aged 19-21.3%

15% of care leavers go to university by age 19, compared to 47% of
children who have not been in care,*® and care leavers are 38% more
likely to drop out of university.**’

A third of care leavers become homeless within two years of leaving
care, and it is estimated that a quarter of homeless people have been
in care.®*

Almost a quarter (24%) of the prison population have spent some time
in care.®*°

354 The Department for Education (CSC0141)

355 Department for Education, Children looked after in England including adoptions,
November 2024

356 Department for Education, Widening participation in higher education, October 2024

357 Unite Foundation (CSC0177)
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Financial and housing support

We heard strong criticisms of the reduction in support when a young

person turns 18 and the difficulties they face in navigating the adult world
and transitioning to financial independence. Katharine Sacks-Jones, Chief
Executive of Become, spoke of the “care cliff”, describing it as a “very
abrupt transition to adulthood that is forced upon them, often well before
they are ready”.**° The care-experienced young people we heard from
spoke movingly about their experiences of this transition and the difficulties
they faced in having to become financially independent at a young age,
particularly while in full-time education. Lamar Mohsen, a care-experienced
young person, said:

Last year | turned 18, which inevitably meant I am no longer a child in

care. As | previously stated, | am on a staying put agreement, so with

only three months until my A-levels, everyone’s attention shifted on to
rent, universal credits and DBS checking. Navigating this with A-levels
and my part-time job was extremely stressful.

For the first couple of months, | had to pay £580 per month in rent
and when I had to reduce my hours that | worked in order to study for
A-levels, | could not afford the rent. | remember being on the train to
college realising | could not afford it. | started crying. Was this what it
was going to be like from now on?3¢'

Louise Fitt, another care-experienced young person, had had to move out of
foster care on turning 18 as her carers did not want to participate in Staying
Put. She told us:

| was not working at the time because that was not my focus; my focus
was: let me study, let me get this, | want to go to university [ ... ] Then
it got to a point where | could not even juggle my A-levels and working,
| had to drop A-levels because | had to afford to eat and live. | was on
universal credit at the time, but | have always wanted to work. | always
wanted an education, but | had to sacrifice that because | have to eat,
| have to have a roof over my head; that is so important. We should

not have to choose between that. We should be allowed to study if we
want to. We should not have to worry about, “No, drop that, and try to
go to work”.3%?

Evidence to the inquiry expressed strong concerns about the risk of
homelessness among care leavers. Katharine Sacks-Jones said that there
had been a “significant increase in the rates of homelessness among young
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care leavers over the last five years” and that this is an “area that absolutely
needs attention”.** Jake Hartley, a care-experienced young person, had
experienced homelessness three times in the past year.*** Georgia Sullivan,
another care-experienced young person, had had to declare herself as
homeless after turning 16 in order to receive support, which she said

“had an extremely profound impact on me emotionally and on my mental
health”.**> She had also had to give up her right to social housing in order to
go to university outside her local area, and said that she is now “trapped in
private renting, which is not just a financial issue, but it is a housing security
issue emotionally.”3¢®

The evidence we received was strongly supportive of the Staying Put and
Staying Close schemes and welcomed the extension of Staying Close in the
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill; Katharine Sacks-Jones described
them as “good schemes” which were “showing real promise and [ ... ]
reducing the levels of homelessness among young people leaving care.” ¢’
Many organisations suggested extending Staying Put to the age of 25 and
the charity Become recommended making both schemes opt-out legal
entitlements to improve take-up.*®® The Fostering Network also highlighted
“inadequate” levels of funding for Staying Put and called for the Government
to review the policy and ensure that it is properly funded.**° The previous
Committee, on its visit to Germany, learned that the average age of leaving
care there is 21, with support being extended up to age 27 in certain
situations.

We received a variety of recommendations as to how to improve the
financial and housing support for care leavers to improve the transition to
adult life. In particular, there were recommendations to give care leavers
entitlement to the over-25 rate of Universal Credit from the age of 18;
council tax exemptions; free bus travel and driving lessons; requiring local
authorities to offer rent deposit and rent guarantor schemes; giving all
care leavers under 25 priority access to social housing; and for universities
to offer care leavers year-round accommodation.* The Minister for
Children and Families (Janet Daby MP), told us that there had been a cross-
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departmental ministerial meeting on care leavers, chaired by the Secretary
of State for the Department for Education and the Deputy Prime Minister,
and that “all Departments have been tasked with coming back with saying
what they are doing in this space, and it is being followed through.”?”

In March 2025, the Government announced a set of changes to the

social security system focused on disability benefits. As part of this, the
Government is consulting on delaying access to the health element of
Universal Credit until the recipient is aged 22, “on the basis that the savings
generated would be reinvested into work support and training opportunities
for this age group.”” This comes alongside a new Youth Guarantee which
provides targeted support to 18-21-year-olds to help them to access
employment, education and training, and is currently being trialled in

eight areas in England.®” We wrote to the Secretary of State expressing

our concern at the impact this could have on care leavers aged under 22
and asked for her analysis of the likely impact.®”* Her response highlighted
the number of care leavers not in education, employment or training and
stated that, under the current system, young people who are categorised as
unable to work are usually left with no engagement or support.*”

Awareness and consistency of support

We heard that, despite the requirement on local authorities to publish their
local offer, there was not always good awareness among young people
about the support available to them on leaving care.*® The young people
we spoke to had had mixed experiences of the support and advice given

to them by professionals such as personal advisers and jobcentre staff.
Jake Hartley said that his first personal adviser “did not communicate”
with him and that he had had to use food banks and borrow money
because he had not been told that his leaving care allowance would stop;
however, a subsequent personal adviser was “absolutely amazing” and was
“always making sure that | knew about the care leaver local offer, what

| was entitled to, and always going above and beyond making sure | had
everything in place”.*” Louise Fitt told us:
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When | had gone to the jobcentres they were very ill-prepared. They
did not know any support for care leavers. There were certain grants |
could have had to get back into education; they did not inform me, in
fact, everything that | have done now is from me Googling it basically
or asking people. That should not be the case. | was not prepared for
the adult world; | was scared, | was ill-prepared, and there could have
been a different turn.*”®

We also heard that there is significant disparity in entitlements between
different local authorities. Denise Rawls, Executive Director of the National
Network for the Education of Care Leavers (NNECL), told us that the
allowances received by young people are “all incredibly different”, giving
examples of differences in support with bursaries to pay for university
accommodation, access to wi-fi, and access to ringfenced apprenticeships
for care leavers in local authorities.*” Georgia Sullivan told us that “the
postcode lottery is profound”.*®° Witnesses supported the idea that a
national offer for care leavers would help with this, as long as it did not
remove any existing entitlements in any areas: Denise Rawls emphasised
that “we do not want anyone to miss out from that, so we do not want
people to make that less than it is™.?

The Independent Review of Children’s Social Care recommended making
care experience a protected characteristic under the Equality Act 2010.%%
We heard mixed views on this in the evidence we received. While several
organisations expressed support for this,*** others expressed reservations
about the likely impact of the measure. Katharine Sacks-Jones said that

it “might bring some advantages” but was “not a silver bullet” and Will
McMahon, Project Worker at the Care Leavers’ Association, said that
members were broadly in favour but “do not think of it as a panacea.”®*
Katharine Sacks-Jones and Professor June Thoburn, Emeritus Professor
of Social Work at University of East Anglia,, both highlighted that some
local authorities had already adopted this voluntarily and that more work
needed to be done to understand how this had worked in those areas before
legislating on a national basis.***
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Corporate parenting duties

Corporate parenting is the term used to describe the local authority’s role
in caring for and supporting children in care and care leavers. The Children
and Social Work Act 2017 introduced a requirement on local authorities

to have regard to a set of corporate parenting principles when exercising
functions in relation to children in care and care leavers.*®

The Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill extends corporate parenting
responsibilities to all government departments, schools and colleges,
Ofsted, NHS England and NHS trusts, integrated care boards, the Care
Quality Commission, and the Youth Justice Board.*® It does not apply to
immigration and asylum functions. Minister Daby wrote to us to explain that
this exemption was because the Home Office is already subject to existing
statutory duties to safeguard children through Section 55 of the Borders,
Citizenship and Immigration Act.*® The evidence we received welcomed
the extension of corporate parenting duties,*° although there were some
suggestions that the terminology felt “cold” to care leavers and that the
requirements needed to be better enforced.**°

CONCLUSION
Care leavers have some of the poorest outcomes in society across a
range of measures, and the support available to them falls far short
of what is needed. The state has a grave responsibility to the children
it takes into its care, and these outcomes are simply not good enough.
We were disappointed at the limited range of measures regarding
care leavers in the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill and urge the
Department for Education to prioritise this in its work.
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387

388
389

390

Children and Social Work Act 2017

Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill [HL] [as brought from the Commons], Bill 84, Clauses
21-25

Letter from the Minister for Children and Families to the Chair, 8 April 2025

Ofsted (CSCO0132); Centre for Young Lives (CSCO154); Children’s Services Development
Group (CSDG) (CSC0162); Mr Matt Blow (Policy and Public Affairs Manager at Become)
(CSC0191); Mr James Holden (Senior Corporate & Public Affairs Advisor at The County
Councils Network (CCN)) (CSC0192)

The Care Leavers Association (CSC0080); Q31 [Will McMahon]
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192. CONCLUSION
It is unacceptable that young people are left to support themselves
financially on turning 18 while still in full-time education and face having
to reduce time spent in education or drop out completely to support
themselves. No responsible parent would allow this and the state in its
role as parent should be no different. All care leavers deserve to have the
same opportunities to stay in education as their peers without enduring
financial hardship as a result.

193. CONCLUSION
We welcome the new Youth Guarantee and the focus on supporting
young people to access employment, education and training. However,
we are deeply concerned about the proposal to reduce support
through Universal Credit for those aged under 22. This is likely to have a
disproportionate impact on care leavers, who already face significant
financial hardship.

194. RECOMMENDATION
As a priority, the Department for Education must develop a National
Care Offer to harmonise the postcode lottery in entitlements and ensure
that care leavers receive a minimum level of support, wherever they live.

195. RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education should work with other relevant
departments, including the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government and the Department for Work and Pensions, to review the
financial and housing support available to care leavers and improve
it where needed to ensure that care leavers are not left to struggle
financially after turning 18. This should be published by the end of 2025
and include: increasing the levels of Universal Credit for care leavers
aged under 25; increasing education bursaries; council tax exemptions;
and introducing rent guarantor schemes. There should be no cliff-edge
on turning 18.

196. RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Work and Pensions must exempt care leavers from
its proposed plans to reduce Universal Credit support for those aged
under 22, if these reforms go ahead, and ensure that care leavers are
prioritised for access to support through the Youth Guarantee.
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197. RECOMMENDATION
The Department for Education should commission an independent
evaluation of the impact of designating care experience a protected
characteristic in those areas where local authorities have adopted this,
to assess the impact of this on the extent and quality of support for care
leavers in those areas.
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Conclusions and
recommendations

The state of children’s social care in
England

Evidence given to the Committee during our inquiry indicates that many of
the problems highlighted by the Independent Review of Children’s Social
Care in 2022 persist, and in a significant number of cases have worsened
since the Review. Increases in need coupled with stretched budgets and a
lack of serious attention to reform have resulted in a system characterised
by spiralling costs to local authorities and poor experiences and outcomes
for children. The “once in a generation” opportunity provided by the
Independent Review of Children’s Social Care has not been realised, with the
Department for Education focusing on small-scale pilot projects in specific
areas rather than comprehensive reform. (Conclusion, Paragraph 8)

By the end of this year, the Department for Education must issue a
comprehensive response to the Independent Review of Children’s

Social Care which was published over three years ago. This should set
out which recommendations have already been taken forward and a
timeline and funding estimate for those which have not. It must evaluate
the impact of the pilot programmes which have already taken place

and set out how it plans to scale up those which prove to be effective.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 9)

We were privileged to hear powerful and insightful evidence from
care-experienced young people in this inquiry, and their voices have
informed many of the conclusions and recommendations in this report.
We are pleased that the Department is regularly hearing from care-
experienced young people in its reform programme and would like this
to go further to include care leavers’ voices at every level of government,
including local, national, and through accountability mechanisms.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 10)

The Department should ensure that it is engaging with care-experienced
young people in all areas of its work on children’s social care and should
encourage local authorities to do the same. The Department for Education,
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10.

Ofsted and the Care Quality Commission should ensure that care-
experienced young people are involved in accountability mechanisms for
the quality of children’s social care services and care leavers’ support.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 11)

The Government’s focus on early intervention is the right one and long
overdue. The additional £270 million provided through the Children’s Social
Care Prevention Grant is welcome but falls far short of the £1.2 billion that
has been removed from early intervention services since 2012, an even
greater gap in the context of an increasing population. We welcome the
additional funding provided through the Transformation Fund and look
forward to seeing further details of the proportion of funding that will be
allocated to early intervention programmes. It should be seen as a first
step towards a wholesale rebalancing of the system towards early help
and support for families, with an urgent need to identify further resources.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 18)

The Department for Education must commit to making the Families First
Partnership programme permanent if it demonstrates a positive impact.
The Government must ensure that a significant majority of the new funding
announced in the Spending Review is allocated to early intervention
programmes and, in future, work towards bringing the level of funding back
to 2010 levels, taking into account changes in the population since then.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 19)

The Department for Education and the Ministry of Housing, Communities
and Local Government should publish annual data on the proportion of
children’s social care funding allocated to early intervention programmes
compared with later-stage interventions so that progress on this can be
monitored. (Recommendation, Paragraph 20)

We welcome the Department’s commitment to working with domestic abuse
charities when developing its guidance for family group decision-making
(FGDM). The Department should monitor the impact of the new requirement
and, after one year, report back to this Committee as to whether FGDM
should be extended to an earlier stage as well as to family reunification.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 21)

The Department should clarify the specific model of FGDM in statutory
guidance to ensure that best practice is followed in all local authorities.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 22)

The pressure caused by rising numbers of children coming into care is
putting serious strain on the system. The only way to effectively reduce
these numbers is to address the factors outside the care system which

are contributing to this demand, including poverty, poor parental mental
health, the number of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, and extra-
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1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

familial harms. This will require the Department for Education to work
closely with other relevant departments, including the Department for
Work and Pensions; the Department of Health and Social Care; the Home
Office; and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 26)

We are deeply concerned about the Government’s planned reforms to
social security set out in the Green Paper Pathways to Work: Reforming
Benefits and Support to Get Britain Working, which are set to drive up child
poverty and will further increase pressure on the care system. We are also
concerned that delaying the publication of the Child Poverty Strategy until
the autumn of 2025 will prevent parliamentary scrutiny of the Government’s
welfare reforms in tandem with proposed child poverty reduction measures
with an understanding of the impact of both sets of proposals in the round.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 27)

The Department for Education must put in place a strategy for supporting
children and young people at risk of extra-familial harm. This should
include: better training for professionals to spot and respond to extra-
familial risks; ensuring that young people and their families know where to
go to access support; and improving approaches to ensuring that families
can stay together as much as possible, for example by supporting them to
move home when needed. (Recommendation, Paragraph 28)

We urge the Government to be bold in its upcoming Child Poverty Strategy
and take wide-ranging action to reverse this trend and significantly
reduce the number of children growing up in financial hardship.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 29)

Following the changes agreed to the Universal Credit and Personal
Independence Payment Bill on 1 July 2025, we recommend that the
Department for Work and Pensions ensures the involvement of organisations
working with disabled children, young carers and care leavers in the co-
production of the Timms Review. (Recommendation, Paragraph 30)

We warmly welcome the additional funding for children’s social care and
capital investment in children’s homes announced at the recent Spending
Review, which will be an important step forward in working towards the
amount recommended by the Independent Review of Children’s Social
Care. It would now be helpful for the Department to set out the level of
funding that is still required to fully implement the recommendations

of the Review and how it intends to work towards achieving this level.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 35)
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16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

The Department for Education should produce an analysis of the level of
funding that is still needed to achieve the necessary reforms to children’s
social care and set out how it will work towards achieving the level of
funding recommended by the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 36)

Supply of social care placements

Too many children are being sent many miles from home, which has a
traumatic and lasting impact on their lives. We were saddened to hear
that a care-experienced young person had chosen not to pursue higher
education as a direct result of being placed out of area. However, there
are some strong examples of good practice and some local authorities
have worked hard to limit the numbers of children placed out of area.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 44)

We disagree with the Department’s view that data on the reasons for out-
of-area placements are not needed. While data collection itself may not
directly lead to improvements, it is essential to fully understand the nature
and scale of the problem in order to effect meaningful change. (Conclusion,
Paragraph 45)

The Department for Education must publish a national sufficiency strategy
for children’s social care as a matter of urgency and publish data on the
extent to which sufficiency requirements are being met on an annual
basis. It should also require all local authorities to develop and publish
strategies for reducing the number of out-of-area placements and work
with local authorities to share and scale up examples of good practice.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 46)

The Department for Education should collect data on the proportion of
children who are placed out of area because it is in their own interests

compared with those placed out of area due to capacity issues, so that
the situation can be properly monitored and any improvements can be

recognised. (Recommendation, Paragraph 47)

The children’s social care market is not delivering for children or for local
authorities. We are particularly concerned at the reports of excessive profits
being made by some providers and the risk of financial failure among large
providers. We hope that the reforms set out in the Children’s Wellbeing and
Schools Bill will address this and expect the Department for Education to
provide regular updates on progress. (Conclusion, Paragraph 56)

The proposed profit cap has the potential to be a useful tool for the
Department if needed, but we do not think it is acceptable for the
Department to introduce this significant intervention in the market with
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23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

only limited opportunities for parliamentary scrutiny and no transparency
around how and when the Department will decide if it is necessary to trigger
the cap. (Conclusion, Paragraph 57)

We are supportive of the move towards regional commissioning but note
that the model of Regional Care Co-operatives (RCCs) being implemented
has yet to be evaluated or proven to work. When developing any further
RCCs, the Department for Education must consult fully with the sector and
pay careful attention to the geography to ensure that RCCs are working as
effectively as possible. (Conclusion, Paragraph 58)

The Department for Education should set out how it will monitor the
impact of its reforms to the children’s social care market and commit to
updating Parliament on an annual basis on the impact they are having.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 59)

If and when any further Regional Care Co-operatives are developed, the
Department for Education must consult fully with relevant individuals and
organisations in the region, particularly as to the areas covered by the
proposed RCC. In cases where there is significant overlap in work between
the areas within an RCC and the surrounding areas, the Department must
ensure that there is appropriate flexibility for local authorities to work
across boundaries to ensure that RCCs are delivering as effectively as
possible. (Recommendation, Paragraph 60)

The Department for Education must set out how it will assess whether a
profit cap on children’s social care providers is necessary. If the Department
decides to introduce a profit cap, it must consult this Committee on the
draft regulations before they are laid before Parliament. (Recommendation,
Paragraph 61)

The care system

The shortage of foster carers is a key cause in the crisis in the supply of
placements for children in care, with an additional 6,500 fostering families
needed. Yet too many prospective foster carers do not complete the
application and approval process, and those who do find themselves left
with inadequate support and undervalued for the important work they do.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 71)

There are many positive examples of innovation and good practice in

local authorities to support foster carers. In particular, we heard clear
support for the Mockingbird model and were interested to hear of the Room
Makers scheme to enable carers to renovate and expand their homes. We
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29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

welcome the additional funding for foster care placements announced in
the Spending Review and look forward to seeing further detail as to how this
funding will be spent. (Conclusion, Paragraph 72)

The Department for Education must put in place a national fostering
strategy to complement the existing strategies for adoption and kinship
care. As part of this, it should consult on introducing a national register of
foster carers and review the financial support available to ensure that it is
adequate to meet their needs. (Recommendation, Paragraph 73)

The Department for Education should fund the planned recruitment

hubs to set up Mockingbird constellations in every local authority. The
Department should work with the Ministry of Housing, Communities and
Local Government to ensure that housing policy is designed to support the
recruitment of foster carers. This should include: investing in and scaling
up innovative housing programmes such as Room Makers; giving approved
foster carers priority for a move to a larger home if needed; enabling local
authorities to fund housing extensions and adaptations for foster carers;
and enabling local authorities to use the planning system to secure larger
social homes for allocation to eligible social housing tenants who are
approved as foster carers. (Recommendation, Paragraph 74)

Sibling relationships are crucial for many children in care and, for some,
may be the only family relationships they have. They must be protected and
supported as much as possible. The lack of any data on the extent of sibling
separation makes it difficult to understand the main causes of the problem
and devise effective strategies to reduce it. (Conclusion, Paragraph 75)

The Department should strengthen the legislation relating to sibling contact
to ensure that children in care are placed with siblings whenever it is in

their best interests, and that where they cannot be placed together, regular
contact between siblings is facilitated and sustained. The Department
should collect data on sibling separation in all forms of care and publish this
on at least an annual basis. (Recommendation, Paragraph 76)

Kinship care is an essential part of the care system and the evidence is clear
that children in kinship care have an overall better experience than children
in other types of care. We welcome the Department for Education’s focus on
kinship care, but this must be underpinned by the right policies to support
kinship carers. In particular, kinship carers must have enough financial

and employment support so that they are not left to struggle as a result of
taking children into their care. (Conclusion, Paragraph 82)
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34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

In its upcoming pilot of a kinship allowance, the Department for Education
should ensure that the financial support is on a par with that given to foster
carers. It must evaluate the pilot at the earliest opportunity and roll it out
across the country once it has proven to be effective. (Recommendation,
Paragraph 83)

It was a missed opportunity not to include statutory kinship leave in
the recent Employment Rights Bill. The Government should ensure that
entitlements to kinship leave are included in its forthcoming review

of the parental leave system and legislate for this at the earliest
opportunity. As part of the review, the Government should critically
evaluate whether kinship carers should receive the same entitlements
to paid leave as adoptive parents when a child comes into their care.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 84)

The Department for Education should extend Pupil Premium Plus funding
and priority school admissions to all children who meet the new statutory
definition of living in kinship care. (Recommendation, Paragraph 85)

There is too little recognition of the impact of the early trauma and
separation experienced by adopted children, and of the support they
need to thrive in education and beyond, with over half of adopted children
feeling that they didn’t receive the support they needed at school.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 92)

The Department for Education should review the educational support
available to adopted children, assessing the impact of the extension

of policies to previously looked-after children and whether any further
extensions are needed. This review should include: the introduction of a
statutory framework for previously looked-after children; requiring local
authorities to publish a local offer for previously looked-after children;
and expanding the role of Virtual School Heads to include previously
looked-after children beyond the provision of information and advice.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 93)

It is unacceptable that the continuation of the Adoption and Special
Guardianship Support Fund was not announced until 1 April 2025, leaving
families and children uncertain about the future of their support. We also
note many concerns about the new funding limits and the impact this will
have on children and families. We are concerned that this is an example of
the Government making a consequential change in one part of the system
without introducing the reforms and mitigations in other parts of the system
that are urgently needed. In this case, there is an urgent need to make
mental health support available for adopted children, which could reduce
pressure on the ASGSF, but the Government has not laid out how this will be
achieved, leaving adoptive families very anxious that they will find it harder
to access support. (Conclusion, Paragraph 94)
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40. The Department must end the annual cliff-edge of uncertainty faced

41.

42,

43.

44,

45.

46.

by adoptive families and make funding for the Adoption and Special
Guardianship Support Fund permanent. It should monitor the impact of the
reduced funding limits after 12 months of the reduced personal limit and
engage with organisations representing adoptive families to assess whether
there have been significant negative effects and commit to increasing the
limits in the future if so. The Department must also consult on introducing

a support plan for adopted children with appropriate duties to ensure that
support is provided. (Recommendation, Paragraph 95)

We agree that, for most children, a focus on supporting them to live in
a family setting is the right one; however, this should not come at the
expense of developing and maintaining high-quality residential care for
children who need it. We urge the Department for Education to focus on
the quality of provision as well as capacity and take steps to improve
recruitment, retention and training of the children’s home workforce.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 98)

The Department for Education must ensure that all children’s homes are led
by a registered manager and set out the steps it intends to take to achieve
this. Additionally, it should launch a recruitment campaign to raise the
profile of residential care staff and encourage more entrants into the sector.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 99)

The Department should use its children’s home workforce census to review
the levels of qualifications currently held by residential staff. It should also
consult on introducing minimum qualification standards for residential
childcare workers and work with local authorities to assess what initial
action can be taken to upskill the existing workforce. (Recommendation,
Paragraph 100)

It is unacceptable that vulnerable children are being placed in unsuitable
homes such as barges and caravans with little or no support. The new
regulatory and inspection regime is an important step in the right direction,
but the Department for Education needs to go further and ensure that all
children under 18 receive care where they live, rather than simply support.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 104)

The Department for Education must follow the recommendation of the
Independent Review of Children’s Social Care and develop universal
standards of care that apply to all homes, including supported
accommodation, ensuring that children in all settings receive care where
they live. (Recommendation, Paragraph 105)

There is a serious problem with recruitment and retention in the social
care workforce. High turnover and overstretched staff are exacerbating
the instability experienced by children in care and increase the risk of
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48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

safeguarding concerns being overlooked. The Department for Education
has begun to address this with the planned induction programme and
regulations on the use of agency workers, but a wholesale review of the
workforce is needed. (Conclusion, Paragraph 112)

The Department for Education should develop a workforce strategy for
children’s social care setting out how it will improve recruitment, retention
and training across the children’s social care workforce, including

social workers, residential care workers, personal advisers, educational
psychologists, health visitors, and personal assistants. This should include
measures such as increased pay, bursaries for studying and training, and
improving awareness of the different roles within children’s social care.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 113)

Children in care have experienced trauma, abuse and neglect, and they
are over four times more likely to suffer from emotional or mental health
problems than their peers. It is therefore essential that there is a strong
system in place to support them. Currently, the support available is falling
far short of what is needed. (Conclusion, Paragraph 120)

The Department for Education should work with the Department of Health
and Social Care to ensure that children in care and care leavers are
prioritised for mental health support and improve training for mental health
practitioners on the impact of trauma. This could be achieved by setting up
co-located mental health services between children’s social care and Child
and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and the Department should
work with the Department for Health and Social Care to pilot this approach.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 121)

The Department for Education and the Department of Health and Social
Care should take forward this Committee’s recommendation to strengthen
the role of mental health and emotional wellbeing in health assessments of
children in care, ensuring that there is proper, effective accountability for
meeting the current requirements. (Recommendation, Paragraph 122)

It is essential that children in care have a voice when important decisions
are being made about their lives. Currently, too few children are accessing
the advocacy support they are entitled to, with an average referral rate of
just 5% across local authorities. It is also essential that disabled children
and children with special educational needs, particularly those in residential
care, have access to this support. (Conclusion, Paragraph 126)

The Department for Education must take forward the recommendation of
the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care to introduce an opt-out
model of independent advocacy for all children in care. It must also act
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54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

on the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel’s recommendation for all
children with disabilities and complex health needs in residential settings to
have access to independent advocacy. (Recommendation, Paragraph 127)

When done carefully and effectively, reunification of children with their
birth families can be a positive way of supporting children to leave care.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 132)

The Department for Education should evaluate existing reunification
practice and publish national guidance on reunification, drawing
on the good practice that already exists in many local authorities.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 133)

Disabled children’s care

Too often, disabled children are overlooked in the social care system.
Parents struggle to understand and access the support available and
face a confusing “postcode lottery” of support between local authorities.
There is an urgent need to improve access to short breaks, respite care
and holiday provision; it is unacceptable that over half of parents are
unable to access the short breaks and respite services that they need.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 141)

It is deeply concerning to hear that parents of disabled children are being
treated with suspicion and undergoing inappropriate assessment processes
when reaching out for help. The Department for Education must address
this as an urgent priority and ensure that it fully implements the Law
Commission’s proposals relating to assessment processes once they have
been published. (Conclusion, Paragraph 142)

The Department for Education must set out how it will implement the
proposals in the Law Commission’s review of disabled children’s social care
no later than two months following the publication of the review, which is
expected shortly. This should include a clear timeframe and assessment

of any spending required to implement the proposals. (Recommendation,
Paragraph 143)

The Department should introduce national eligibility criteria for disabled
children’s social care and ensure that local authorities are clearly
communicating these to families. (Recommendation, Paragraph 144)

The Department should conduct a review of the availability of short breaks,
respite care and holiday provision for disabled children to understand where
the shortages are most acute. It should work with the Ministry of Housing,
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60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

Communities and Local Government to fund local authorities to be able to
offer this provision to all families who are entitled to it. (Recommendation,
Paragraph 145)

The Department should ensure that the specialist workforce for disabled
children is included in the children’s social care workforce strategy that we
have recommended. The Department must review the training provided

to children and families social workers and ensure that social workers are
being adequately trained in the specific needs of disabled children and their
families and the distinct type of assessment processes that are needed for
this group. (Recommendation, Paragraph 146)

Keeping children safe

The Department for Education’s reforms to child protection through the
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill are welcome and go some way
towards alleviating many of the concerns we have heard in this inquiry.
There will be a need for careful testing and monitoring to assess the
impact they are having and make any necessary changes as they are rolled
out. However, there is a need for better data to fully understand the true
prevalence of child abuse and neglect. (Conclusion, Paragraph 154)

Multi-agency working is crucial in child safeguarding processes.
Where there is disagreement between children’s social care and other
agencies such as health, police and education on a safeguarding
matter, there must be clear processes in place to review and escalate
concerns providing a clear line of accountability and decision-making.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 155)

The Department for Education should make funding available for a national
survey on the prevalence of the different types of abuse and neglect, to
improve its understanding of these issues and inform the development of
future policy interventions. (Recommendation, Paragraph 156)

Neglect is sadly on the rise in England and is clearly linked to poverty

and poor parental mental health. The Department for Education does

not appear to have a clear strategy for addressing neglect and there are
concerns that the social care system is not set up well to respond to neglect
referrals. (Conclusion, Paragraph 160)

The Department for Education must put in place a national neglect strategy
to set out how it will reduce the incidence of neglect. (Recommendation,
Paragraph 167)
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67.
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The Department should ensure that measures to reduce neglect and
support parents with poor mental health and drug and alcohol addictions
are considered as part of its Child Poverty Strategy and recognise that
poverty is not the only circumstance in which neglect takes place and take a
broader approach to tackling neglect. (Recommendation, Paragraph 162)

There is an urgent need to take forward the recommendations of the
Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse. The introduction of the
mandatory reporting duty is an important step forward, but it is limited

in scope to instances of a disclosure or witnessing abuse, which are rare
occurrences. We were concerned that, when asked, Minister Daby was
unaware of this despite the significant implications it will have for the social
care sector and child protection. (Conclusion, Paragraph 169)

The Department for Education should improve training and guidance
around reporting of child sexual abuse and work jointly with the Home
Office towards implementing the more robust mandatory reporting duty
recommended by IICSA, ensuring that the sector is well-prepared for this.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 170)

The Department for Education has made some welcome steps towards
increasing Ofsted’s powers of intervention in the Children’s Wellbeing and
Schools Bill. However, some key gaps in regulation remain, most notably the
worrying practice of using handcuffs to transport children between settings.
We are also concerned that fear of negative Ofsted ratings is causing
providers to refuse children with complex needs, putting more pressure on
an already overstretched sector. (Conclusion, Paragraph 175)

The Department for Education must act to strictly limit the use of
handcuffs to those cases where it is otherwise unavoidable or necessary
for the child’s own safety, and work with Ofsted to ensure that local
authorities and transport providers are held accountable on this.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 176)

Ofsted and the Department for Education should ensure that the inspection
system that replaces single-word judgements does not penalise providers
who take on children with complex needs, while also ensuring that children
with complex needs are placed in settings with the appropriate skills to
provide a high quality of care and support, and that guidance is clearly
communicated to providers. (Recommendation, Paragraph 177)

Leaving care

Care leavers have some of the poorest outcomes in society across a range
of measures, and the support available to them falls far short of what
is needed. The state has a grave responsibility to the children it takes
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74.
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into its care, and these outcomes are simply not good enough. We were
disappointed at the limited range of measures regarding care leavers in the
Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill and urge the Department for Education
to prioritise this in its work. (Conclusion, Paragraph 191)

It is unacceptable that young people are left to support themselves
financially on turning 18 while still in full-time education and face having

to reduce time spent in education or drop out completely to support
themselves. No responsible parent would allow this and the state in its role
as parent should be no different. All care leavers deserve to have the same
opportunities to stay in education as their peers without enduring financial
hardship as a result. (Conclusion, Paragraph 192)

We welcome the new Youth Guarantee and the focus on supporting young
people to access employment, education and training. However, we are
deeply concerned about the proposal to reduce support through Universal
Credit for those aged under 22. This is likely to have a disproportionate
impact on care leavers, who already face significant financial hardship.
(Conclusion, Paragraph 193)

As a priority, the Department for Education must develop a National
Care Offer to harmonise the postcode lottery in entitlements and ensure
that care leavers receive a minimum level of support, wherever they live.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 194)

The Department for Education should work with other relevant
departments, including the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government and the Department for Work and Pensions, to review the
financial and housing support available to care leavers and improve it
where needed to ensure that care leavers are not left to struggle financially
after turning 18. This should be published by the end of 2025 and include:
increasing the levels of Universal Credit for care leavers aged under 25;
increasing education bursaries; council tax exemptions; and introducing
rent guarantor schemes. There should be no cliff-edge on turning 18.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 195)

The Department for Work and Pensions must exempt care leavers from
its proposed plans to reduce Universal Credit support for those aged
under 22, if these reforms go ahead, and ensure that care leavers

are prioritised for access to support through the Youth Guarantee.
(Recommendation, Paragraph 196)

The Department for Education should commission an independent
evaluation of the impact of designating care experience a protected
characteristic in those areas where local authorities have adopted this,
to assess the impact of this on the extent and quality of support for care
leavers in those areas. (Recommendation, Paragraph 197)
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Formal minutes

Wednesday 2 July 2025

Members present
Helen Hayes, in the Chair

Jess Asato

Dr Caroline Johnson

Amanda Martin

Darren Paffey

Mark Sewards

Dr Marie Tidball

Caroline Voaden

Children’s Social Care

Draft Report (Children’s Social Care), proposed by the Chair, brought up and
read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by
paragraph.

Paragraphs 1to 197 read and agreed to.
Summary agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Fourth Report of the Committee to the
House.

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in
accordance with the provisions of Standing Order 134.

Adjournment

[Adjourned till Tuesday 8 July 2025 at 9.30am
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Withesses

The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the
inquiry publications page of the Committee’s website.

Tuesday 27 February 2024

Will McMahon, Project Worker, Care Leavers’ Association; Lynn Perry
MBE, Chief Executive, Barnardo’s; Katharine Sacks-Jones, Chief Executive,
Become charity Q1-44

Dinithi Wijedasa, Associate Professor, Bristol University; June Thoburn
CBE, Professor, University of East Anglia; Dr Ray Jones, Professor, Kingston
University Q45-91

Tuesday 26 March 2024

John Pearce, President, Association of Directors of Children’s Services;

Roger Gough, Children’s Services Spokesperson, County Councils Network;

Stuart Ashley, Director of Children’s Services, Hampshire County Council
Q92-124

Dan Turnbull, Senior Director for Markets, Competitions and Markets
Authority; Mr Andrew Isaac, Chair, Children’s Services Development Group;
Dr Mark Kerr; Ms Lucy Croxton, Policy, Public Affairs and Campaigns
Manager, Together Trust Q125-153

Tuesday 16 April 2024

Lucy Peake, CEO, Kinship; Emily Frith, CEO, Adoption UK; Sarah Thomas,
CEO, The Fostering Network Q154-197

Mary Jackson, CEO, Frontline; Matt Clayton, Strategic Lead for Children
in Care and Care Leavers, Coventry City Council; Lucille Allain, Co-Chair,
Association of Professors of Social Work Q198-237
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Tuesday 30 April 2024

Stephen Kingdom, Campaign Manager, Disabled Children’s Partnership;
Tina Emory OBE, Co-Chair, National Network of Parent Carer Forums;
Ms Katie Ghose, Chief Executive, Kids Q238-286

Yvette Stanley, National Director, Regulation and Social Care, Ofsted;
Professor Michelle McManus, Professor of Safeguarding and Violence
Prevention; Annie Hudson, Chair, Child Safeguarding Review Panel Q287-313

Tuesday 17 December 2024

James Bury, Head of Policy, Research and Development, CoramBAAF; Dr
Mark Kerr, Chief Executive, Children’s Homes Association; Matthew Horne,
Chief Executive Officer, Innovation Unit; Councillor Arooj Shah, Chair of
Children and Young People Board, Local Government Association (LGA)
Q314-332

Jo Harrison, Co-Chair, National Network of Parent Carer Forums (NNPCF);
Katharine Sacks-Jones, Chief Executive, Become; Maris Stratulis, National
Director, British Association of Social Workers England; Harriet Edwards,
Head of Policy, Sense Q333-352

Tuesday 21 January 2025

Anna Edmundson, Head of Policy and Public Affairs, National Society

for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC); Lynn Perry MBE, Chief
Executive, Barnardo’s; Claire Throssell MBE, Survivor of Domestic Abuse,
Public Speaker, Ambassador for Women’s Aid and IDAS Q353-369

Annie Hudson, Chair, Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel; Andy
Smith, President, Association of Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS);

Rob Williams, Senior Policy Advisor, National Association of Head Teachers
(NAHT) Q370-383

Tuesday 11 February 2025

Dan Turnbull, Senior Director for Markets, Competition and Markets
Authority (CMA); Mrs Denise Rawls, Executive Director, The National
Network for the Education of Care Leavers (NNECL); Mr Sam Turner,
Associate Director of Policy and Public Affairs, Kinship; Roger Gough,
Children’s Services Spokesperson, The County Councils Network (CCN)
Q384-414
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Lamar Mohsen, Care-experienced young person; Georgia Sullivan, Care
experienced young person; Louise Fitt, Care experienced young person;
Jake Hartley, Care experienced young person Q415-430

Tuesday 18 March 2025

Janet Daby MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State (Minister for

Children and Families), The Department for Education; Fran Oram, Portfolio

Director for Children’s Social Care Reform, Department for Education
Q431-518
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Published written evidence

The following written evidence was received and can be viewed on the
inquiry publications page of the Committee’s website.

CSC numbers are generated by the evidence processing system and so may
not be complete.
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A National Voice: Coram Voice
ATD Fourth World

Action for Children

Action for Children

Action for Children; Barnardo’s; National Children’s
Bureau; NSPCC; and The Children’s Society

Adoption UK

Adoption UK

AllChild

Amberleigh Care

Anonymised

Anonymised

Anonymised

Anonymised

Article 39

Association of Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS)
Association of Educational Psychologists
Association of Professors of Social Work
Barnardo, (Barnardo’s, Barnardo’s)
Become

Become charity

Bernard, Professor Claudia (Professor of Social Work,

Department of Social, Therapeutic and Community Studies

(STaCs), Goldsmiths, University of London)
Better Society Capital
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Bhatti-Sinclair, Professor Kish (Professor of Health and
Social Care, University of Chichester); Machin-Autenrieth,
Susanne (Lecturer, Robert Gordon University); Brown,

Dr Stefan (Senior Lecturer, Royal Holloway, University

of London); Drew, Isobel (Senior Lecturer, University of
Kent); Gupta, Professor Anna (Professor of Social Work,
Royal Holloway, University of London); Sangha, Associate
Professor Jas (Head of Social Work, Anglia Ruskin
University); Khan, Dr Nagina (Senior Clinical Research
Fellow in Primary Care, University of Kent); Dake, George
(Head of Social Work, Manchester Met University); and
Ashiagbor, Richard (Senior Lecturer, London South Bank
University)

Blow, Mr Matt (Policy and Public Affairs Manager, Become)
Bridges Outcomes Partnerships

British Association of Social Workers

Care Leaver Local Offer

Carers Trust

Carers Trust

Centre for Child and Family Justice Research, Lancaster
University

Centre for Justice Innovation

Centre for Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in
Higher Education (TASO)

Centre for Young Lives

Cerebra

Challenging Behaviour Foundation
Challenging Behaviour Foundation

Cheruvallil-Contractor, Professor Sariya (Professor in
Sociology of Islam, Coventry University)

Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel
Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel
Children and Families Across Borders (CFAB)
Children’s Commissioner for England
Children’s Services Development Group
Children’s Services Development Group (CSDG)
Competition and Markets Authority
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Coram Voice
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Council for Disabled Children
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Cripps, Mrs Louise
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Davidson, Ella (Student, University of Sheffield)
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The Fostering Network

The Innovate Project, University of Sussex

The National Network for the Education of Care Leavers
(NNECL)

Thoburn, Professor June (Emeritus Professor of Social
Work, UEA Centre for Research on Children and Families)

Thoburn, Professor June (Emeritus Professor, UEA Centre
for Research on Children and Families)

Together Trust
Tovey, Paul-Brian
Triple P UK & Ireland
Triple P UK & Ireland
Tucker, Marie

Tucker, Marie (Independent Consultant and Associate,
| support and advise several public & independent
organisations)

UK Youth

Unite Foundation

Unite Foundation

Whitehead, Ryan (individual, individual)
Whitney, Miss

Working Together with Parents Network

Youthworks Consulting
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List of Reports from the
Committee during the current
Parliament

All publications from the Committee are available on the publications page
of the Committee’s website.

Session 2024-25

Number  Title Reference

3rd Appointment of Professor Edward Peck CBE as HC 731
Chair of the Office for Students

2nd Scrutiny of the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools HC 732
Bill

1st Appointment of Sir lan Bauckham CBE as Chief HC 429

Regulator of the Office of Qualifications and
Examinations Regulation (Ofqual)

4th Scrutiny of the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools HC 925
Special Bill: Government Response

3rd Screen time: Impacts on education and wellbeing: | HC 915
Special Government Response

2nd Delivering effective financial education: HC 628
Special Government Response

1st Teacher recruitment, training and retention: HC 627
Special Government Response
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