
John Kemmis contends that social work practices are the wrong
solution to the problem of struggling local authority provision 
for children in care and pave the way for privatisation of a crucial
area of statutory practice

n a short three-week period
ending on 9 October 2013, draft
regulations were put out for
consultation allowing the
registration of any agency to

enable it to take on responsibility for children
in care services. This represents a further
extension of the pilots already seen for
establishing social work practices to work with
children in care.

Passed on the day Education Secretary
Michael Gove made a keynote speech on social
work, it allows local authorities in England to
tender out their responsibilities for children in
care to a wide variety of private or voluntary
organisations. When local authorities are able
to tender out their parental responsibilities in
this way, you have to ask how far will this
country go in the direction of a much broader
agenda – the privatisation of public services.

The consultation passed almost unnoticed
and just a handful of potential contributors
saw them in time to respond. Of course, the
three-week timescale wasn’t designed to elicit
a strong response, quite the opposite. As a
result, these regulations are slipping through
unnoticed. Worse still, many seem to have
given up arguing against the idea of delegating
social work out to the private or voluntary
sector. 

The Government didn’t even want such
potential providers of social work to have to
register, but the House of Lords insisted.
Though I use the term ‘social work’, the
regulations are vague and use the phrase
‘appropriately qualified’, leaving the door open
for non social-work staff to plan for the needs
and interests of children in care.

Is it not time to question this apparent
further fragmentation of services for our
children, and pause to consider what is actually
best for children looked after by the state?

The idea of independent social work
practices was dreamed up in 2007 by
Government adviser Julian Le Grand. The
vision was to create GP-style social work
practices designed to address the difficulties
experienced by social workers employed within
local authorities, reducing bureaucracy and
freeing them to work closer with the people

who use services. The need to address
bureaucratic overload is certainly important.
With the development of managerialism
within social work and an increasing emphasis
over time on targets, finance and control, it has
become difficult for social workers to be
creative and spend sufficient time with the
children for whom they are responsible. 

The tension between time spent managing
the system and working with people has been
exacerbated by continual local authority
restructuring and excessively high caseloads.
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therefore fell by the wayside. With the
proposed model, we risk ending up only with
what pays.

This is not to dismiss the fact that some
services have been successfully commissioned
from voluntary organisations and not-for-
profit private organisations. Foster care is an
example. It works because it pays well and as a
result we have a range of fostering agencies
available. Other services that have gone out to
tender – such as for family support and care
leavers – have also worked well. But children in
care are quite simply a very different
proposition. To try to outsource the work of
the very people responsible for placing children
into care on behalf of a local authority is a step
too far.

Those considering the difficulties facing
social work in 2007 liked to come up with new
ideas but did not pay sufficient attention to
what worked well historically. It is perfectly
possible to develop well-run creative teams
within public services, but the emphasis has to
change. There has to be a far greater focus on
people management and creating the
environment to allow good practice to develop. 

The ideas developed within Hackney were
spot on in the way they valued practitioners. In
the 1980s and 90s specialist teams for children
remaining in care were developed in quite a
number of authorities in which social workers
were protected to a large degree from frontline
pressures so they could concentrate on getting
to know their children and find permanent
homes for them. When I worked in Battersea in
the 1980s, a range of strategies to improve the
planning for children in care, including the
development of specialist teams, were hugely
successful in finding permanent solutions for
them, either within their own families or in
new families.

The long-term child care teams managed to
retain social workers over many years. They had
senior practitioners, time to do life-story work
and forged strong links with the fostering and
adoption units. Social workers also stayed with
their children when they reached 18 and
became care leavers. They retained
responsibility wherever their young people
landed, even when that destination was prison.
Is it impossible to achieve continuity of social

worker again or have we given up even trying?
Surely the approach needed is to set out

what is best for children and then build on
what is working well now or has worked well in
the past. The current practice of thinking up
new approaches on the back of an envelope is
creating all sorts of problems for the future in
all our public services. The waste in terms of
human beings and the cost of these continual
restructurings by politicians has been a blight
on our public services for too long. We should
be saying clearly, “hands off our child care
services”. 

We must focus on talking to the young
people whose lives are at the centre of all of
this, as well as to those professionals in the
field and make what we have work for all our
children. We must also work out the services
all children need and cost them properly,
instead of leaving local authorities so short of
money they make such poor decisions for the
children they are ‘parenting’. Is this aspiration
so unrealistic for the 70,000 children in care in
a rich nation like ours? 

Fragmented services
The frustration that led to the idea of social
work practices is understandable, but it is the
wrong solution to the problems. The
evaluation of the pilots suggests that it’s not so
easy to delegate parental responsibility and
certainly not the financial decision making.
The assessment of the pilots suggests they are
a totally unproven experiment without a
consistent model. They provide little positive
evidence to go further down this road. 

Those already underway need to be allowed
to run their course to avoid further disruption
for the children involved, but we really don’t
need more of them. We need to fix the care
system and our care leaving services and
continue to improve social work. We mustn’t
sleep walk into further confusion of
responsibility and increased
fragmentation of services.

19privatisation 
December 2013/January 2014 • Professional Social Work

Clearly it is tempting for social workers to be
‘freed’ to operate in a more practice-orientated
culture, such as a voluntary organisation or in
their own little group of social workers. The
desire of some social workers to escape local
authority constraints sits well with the
Government’s attacks on public services and
its wider privatisation agenda. But surely the
most important thing to consider is the needs
of the child – the number one priority of those
who are responsible for children in care.

The ethics of the state deciding to farm-out
its entire responsibility for the children it is
looking after is questionable to say the least. In
effect, it is selling off parental responsibility to
private or voluntary providers. 

Within the current model there is a logical
clarity that local authority social workers are
the agents of the state. So surely it follows that
the social worker employed by the state should
be responsible for children looked after by the
state? In the final analysis a social worker in a
private enterprise cannot properly speak for
the local authority which has the legal parental
responsibility. Or is that parental responsibility
now open for sale, presumably to the lowest
bidder if the normal contracting-out
approaches are true to form?

Farming out
Addressing the problem of social work in local
authorities by saying, “OK, if you don’t like it,
go and work somewhere else then” is a poor
way to go. Further fragmentation of services
and confusing responsibility is a hopeless
solution to the problems facing children in
care. Children need stability – of relationships
among other things – to thrive. What is
needed is a much more settled workforce and
more stable teams, not yet more restructuring
or farming out responsibility on short-term
contracts.

Nicky Stanley of the University of Central
Lancashire, who headed the research on the
social work practice pilots, said there was “a
lot of disruption” for the children involved,
even though reducing disruption was one of
the key aims of the schemes. She has recently
stated: “I don’t believe the evidence was strong
enough to warrant a major reorganisation of
the way services for looked after children are
delivered. Not all the social work practices were
able to deliver high quality services for
children. In some cases the services delivered
were not of a high quality.”

As a country we need to address the
problem of the postcode lottery for children in
care and care leavers, yet this policy direction
risks making the situation worse. When care is
left to the marketplace we know already that
we do not necessarily see the development of
the services that children need. We have seen
this with the loss of more specialist services
which were not economical to run and

A SOCIAL WORKER IN A PRIVATE
ENTERPRISE CAN’T PROPERLY SPEAK FOR
THE LOCAL AUTHORITY WHICH HAS THE
PARENTAL RESPONSIBILITY. OR IS THAT
ROLE NOW OPEN FOR SALE,
PRESUMABLY TO THE LOWEST BIDDER?
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John Kemmis is a social worker and BASW
member who is a former Chief Executive of
Voice, a care leavers charity, and is a trustee of
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