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 BASW England response to the Family Rights Group Care Crisis Review 

BASW (British Association of Social Workers) is the UK's professional association for 

social work, led by and accountable to a growing membership of over 21,000 social 

workers. Our members work in direct social work practice, management, research 

and academic positions in diverse social work settings across the UK. BASW 

members share a collective commitment to the professional Code of Ethics, core 

social work values and principles that will secure the best possible outcomes for 

children and young people, adults, families and communities. 

BASW England welcomes this sector led review convened by the Family Rights 

Group (FRG) on the current care crisis taking place in England and Wales and 

strongly concurs with the rationale for doing so expressed in the summary document: 

• All stakeholders have knowledge and expertise about the service responses 

that can make a difference to children and families and may help to safely 

avert the need for care proceedings. 

• There is a groundswell of opinion that those most affected by the crisis should 

take a combined lead in promoting ways of supporting families to avoid 

problems escalating. 

• The crisis has an impact on children, young people and families and on those 

working in the child welfare and family justice systems 

BASW England is committed to the principles of co-production and is clear that a 

unified approach can bring about the changes that are so desperately needed to the 

current system provided that there is cross party political will to support this. It is 

essential that the review builds on the copious amount of work that has already been 

done in this area and we will endeavour to cite some of the key texts throughout our 

response although these references will by no means be exhaustive. 

BASW England acknowledges that inevitably the review is governed by a strict 

timeframe; in this respect, we have not had as much time as we would have liked to 

consult with our members given that the initial consultation phase has been quite 

brief and also coincided with the Christmas period.  Nevertheless, we have strived to 

consult as widely as possible with our members engaged in both direct practice and 

policy and research to inform our response. 

• Any additional evidence you have about the drivers for the rise in care 

proceedings and number of children in the care system 

BASW England is concerned that recent studies indicate a strong correlation 
between the rise in care applications and poverty especially in terms of predictions of 
‘likely neglect’.  (The relationship between poverty, child abuse and neglect: an 
evidence review Paul Bywaters, Lisa Bunting, Gavin Davidson, Jennifer Hanratty, 
Will Mason, Claire McCartan, Nicole Steils 3rd Mar 2016 JRF.)  This is of grave 
concern to our members in a context where preventative services are rapidly 
reducing in spite of Professor Eileen Munro’s final report in 2011: Munro review of 
child protection: a child-centred system which recommended that the government 
should place a statutory duty on local authorities and their partners to ensure enough 



provision of early intervention services. It even warned us back then that “During the 
course of this review, there has been concerning evidence that early support and 
preventative services are the target for cuts and efficiencies in this financial year 
because of the constrained financial situation at the present time. Since preventative 
services do more to reduce abuse and neglect than reactive services, this review 
considers attention to co-ordinating services, such as is being attempted through 
community budgets, essential. With significant reforms under way in all the main 
public services, there is a further risk of inefficiencies if reforms do not take account 
of the repercussions for other services.”  
 
BASW England contributed to the Inquiry on Children’s Social Care commissioned 
by the All Party Parliamentary Group for Children in 2016 culminating in the report 
No Good Options published in March 2017.  BASW England also supported the 
APPGC and the NCB with further work stemming from this report on thresholds 
namely through collaborating on a survey for social workers in the summer of 2017.  
Over 1600 social workers responded to the survey and the findings include the 
following: 
 
 During the last 3 years professionals had commented that: 

• 70% said that the threshold for Child In Need (CIN) had risen. 

• 66% said that the threshold for Early Help Assessments (EHA) had risen. 

• 50% said that the threshold for a Child Protection Plan had risen. 

• 54 % said that the threshold to apply for a Care Order had risen. 

• 60% of professionals said that the financial cuts caused by austerity was the 

single biggest factor affecting the rising thresholds. 

Given this present scenario and with local authorities having to make further cuts - the 

LGA projects there will be a staggering £2bn funding gap in children’s services by 

2020, representing a 40% overall reduction; our members fear that the situation for 

children and families needing vital support and services will only get worse.  Hence, 

we concur with Sir James Munby quoted at the beginning of the Care Crisis Review 

saying that “We are facing a crisis and, truth be told, we have no very clear strategy 

for meeting the crisis.” The sector is very clear and united about what the root causes 

of the current crisis are but need the Government to take urgent action to address the 

chronic under resourcing that is crippling children’s services ability to prevent more 

families from falling into crisis.  It is staggering for example, that there has been a 

108% increase in child protection enquiries – this is not a sustainable situation and 

inevitably will make the system less effective and more risky. 

The social workers we consulted with in order to contribute to this review highlighted 
the following as concerns that they were experiencing in their daily practice:  
 
1.  A defensive culture resulting in defensive practice approaches 
2.  The impact of poverty on the capacity to parent 



3.  the diminution of preventative support evidenced by the strain on section 17 
budgets, 
4. The closure of hundreds of family centres and other vital third sector provision. 
5. Managers being very cautious due to the long term impact of the blame culture 
6. The terms the ‘P Connolly and V Climbie” effect becoming daily currency. 

Nevertheless, at this juncture we would add a cautionary note about our concerns 
about the lack of resources in children’s services and greater numbers of children 
being drawn into the child protection system and in some cases, being taken into 
care not being conflated with the view that care itself is a bad thing and that our care 
system has no merit; this is not the view of BASW England and we would wish to 
acknowledge the work and dedication of all those involved in looking after children 
who are not able to live with their birth families which has enriched the lives of 
countless children and young people.  Unfortunately, the perception that care should 
only be viewed as something negative was the political message more notably in 
previous decades resulting in an inadequate care service (as a short term family 
support measure and as a long term measure).  The underlying message was ‘keep 
children out as long as you can’ and the end result was entry in to care was almost 
always on an emergency basis, inevitably, badly managed even when it was clear 
that it was necessary and would be helpful.  Thus, if a child had to come into care 
the received wisdom was that that they needed to exit the care system as soon as 
possible – increasingly, if they were adoptable via adoption without parental contact.  
Alternatively, if reunification was deemed appropriate, this proved to be problematic 
if it was done too quickly or was delayed as evidence demonstrates that there is a 
right time to leave care.   

The upshot of the aforementioned was that historically, children and young people in 
care got a poor service and were stigmatised by the message that care in itself is 
bad.  What we must avoid at all costs is returning to this state of affairs but rather 
recognise the value of providing care to those children who need it at different times 
by providing them with good quality options supported by effective social work 
practice.  Therefore, it should be a high quality service for those who need it and 
should be avoided (wherever possibly through voluntary arrangements) for those 
who do not need it or cannot benefit from it (these are not necessarily 
interchangeable).  

On a positive note, social policy can play a pivotal role in changing things for the 
better and this was certainly the case with the Care Matters initiative introduced in 
2005 which led to increased spending on improving the care service in particular, 
this led to overall improvements in the system regarding stability.  It is really 
important that we learn from the past including not repeating previous mistakes. 
 
The next section is a submission from a BASW Independent Social Worker who 
shares his experiences from practice as to why he believes there are more care 
proceedings. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 Why are there so many more care proceedings? 
 

Reflections of a BASW member who is an independent social worker based on 

anecdotal experience of care proceedings as an expert witness. 

 

1) As a response to the Rotherham (and other) child sexual abuse/exploitation 

inquiries, Local Authorities have rightly paid more attention to cases where a 

young person is abused by adults outside of the family.  However, in some 

cases this has meant taking the case into court seeking a care order, when 

the parents are taking the matter seriously and doing whatever they can to 

protect the young person (at least, as much as any professional carer can do). 

In the cases I’ve seen, relationships in the home between the parents and 

their teenager have not been ideal, and the teenager has sometimes 

expressed frustration with the parents and a desire to live elsewhere (which is 

hardly remarkable…). In the cases I’ve seen, I challenged the basis for the 

child even being in care or in court – while the parents undoubtedly struggled 

to contain their child, there was no evidence of foster carers being able (in 

principle or in practice) to do any better. 

I have wondered whether the term in the Children Act – “beyond parental 

control” – is causing confusion here. It’s often occurred to me that no teenager 

can really be said to be fully ‘under parental control’ – the whole point of 

adolescence is the shaping of an adult identity and gradually moving away 

from the care and authority of the parents. This is, in ordinary households, 

often a traumatic and stressful experience. It means that wherever there is 

abuse outside of the home (I am excluding cases where the teenager’s home 

environment is genuinely unsafe or unpleasant so that it is a concern in itself), 

LAs can routinely point to a teenager ‘not under control’ at home, justifying 

going into court. 

 

2) An unintended consequence of pre-proceedings under the public law outline. 

The pre-proceedings meeting usually lays out commendably well the terms 

under which the LA will, or won’t, issue proceedings. This is not usually a 

problem. However, when there is a gap between the demands of the pre-

proceedings, and the harm the child is suffering, then the risk is that the LA 

end up focussing on compliance rather than harm. As a result, mildly 

dysfunctional parents who are not posing any genuine danger to their child (or 

at least who reduce their level of risk to their children), but who are 

objectionable to work with and rude to professionals, get dragged to court on 



the basis of ‘non-compliance’, which may be accurate but may not necessarily 

reflect the facts ‘on the ground’ for the child. 

Numbers 1) and 2) stand out as plausible factors affecting a recent excess of cases 

in the family court.  

 

I have also identified two other longer-term issues, but I don’t know if or why these 

would have increased recently: 

3) The wider theme of ‘responsibilisation’1, or ‘institutional risk’2 – where an 

organisation shifts attention from a ‘societal’ risk (e.g. the risk of something 

bad happening to a child) to the risk of something bad happening to the 

organisation (i.e. being blamed for not managing the societal risk). In many 

cases, the two overlap – effective social work that keeps a child safe reduces 

both societal and institutional risk. However, I have seen many cases (and, as 

a local authority social worker, I have been part of some cases) where the 

reason for bringing a case to court seems far more about protecting the 

organisation than protecting the child. 

This is relevant to ISWs and other independent experts in court – sometimes, 

I’ve laid out in detail why the LA’s case doesn’t hold water, and met absolutely 

no complaint or pushback from the LA. Indeed, in these cases the social 

worker and their solicitor have agreed with my conclusions even though they 

totally contradict the LA. On reflection this makes more sense: the LA always 

knew they didn’t have threshold for a care order, but the experts have taken 

on the responsibility of saying so, protecting the LA from blame if they turn out 

to be wrong. 

 

4) Linked to 2 above – a general ‘mission creep’ by the LA. I’ve increasingly 

noticed cases where the LA became legitimately involved, due to a very 

serious ‘headline’ allegation. Then, while working with the family, other (minor) 

concerns emerge (as would presumably be the case in most families…?). The 

original concern then gets lost, either before or during proceedings, and the 

minor concerns become the focus, when they would never have justified the 

LA’s involvement (or at least not justified going into court) on their own. This is 

most serious when the original, ‘headline’ allegation is then disproven or 

disregarded, leaving the local authority ‘locked’ into a process of trying to 

break up an imperfect but perfectly adequate family. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Power, M. (2007): Organized Uncertainty: Designing a World of Risk Management-Oxford University Press 
2 Rothstein, H., Huber, M., & Gaskell, G. (2006). A Theory of Risk Colonisation: The spiralling regulatory logics of 
societal and institutional risk. Economy and Society, 35(1) 



 

 

 

 

• Calling for information and emerging evidence about effective 

approaches (used by local authorities, courts and voluntary 

organisations) to engaging positively with families at an early stage and 

enhancing the chances of resolving family difficulties.  Any research 

findings that you know of about policies and practices that may safely 

lead to reductions in care applications and children coming into or 

remaining in care 

 

BASW England is of the view that what is required is twin track funding. This would 
comprise maintaining a high-quality service for those in care and leaving care and in 
addition, would look at how care can be part of a family support service.  Where 
there is a good chance of children returning from care to their parents or extended 
family, this would require a specialist intensive service followed by availability of an 
episodic service when needed (akin to what is now available to adopters).   
 
In order to avoid unnecessary entry into the care system, a decision must now be 
taken to provide resources to improve community inter-agency family support 
services -incorporating universal services i.e. schools, youth services, early years 
and also targeted early help services.  Social workers need to be in leadership roles 
within these 'multi-disciplinary' community hubs and child and family social work 
teams need to link closely with these hubs.  Teams need to be neighbourhood based 
rather than 'functionally based' with an intake process based on knowledge of 
vulnerable families in the neighbourhood and good inter-professional links.   We 
would advocate that specialist CP teams should be restricted to working with serious 
sexual and physical assaults in respect to children not previously known to areas -  
i.e. the cases that come out of the blue.  MASHs should not be a referral route for 
families known as vulnerable because of previous social work involvement but rather 
the main route into a social work 'in need' service should be from early help 
colleagues.   
 
We also need to move away from rigid 'step up, step down' processes. At points of 
change there should be some continuity of social worker/ other members of the 
'team around the family' to allow for a gradual change and new worker and family to 
get to know each other.  Working with families with different needs requires 
creativity, flexibility and skilled relationship-based social work as part of an inter-
disciplinary team around families and in consultation with families.  There is already 
a rich body in of literature in this area which can be tapped into rather than trying re-
invent the wheel. Likewise, there is considerable evidence of what approaches in 
practice work best with different families and whilst there has been the addition of 
some interesting new techniques, tools, and methods, and knowledge to inform 
practice, the essential elements of good practice have stood the test of time.   
 



None of this should require extensive or expensive changes to legislation or 

governance arrangements.   Again, we need to draw on learning from the past were a 

lot of resources were wasted when for example, the Government tried to impose 

Children's Trusts. Essentially, this would provide the catalyst for the delivery of quality 

social work and inter-agency practice - for children living with their families, at the point 

of planned entry into the care system for those who need it and those requiring a 

planned return home from care.   We also need to reject the notion that ‘quick fix ideas’ 

can remedy inadequacies in social work services. They do not work in families or in 

systems and if anything, are a destabilising factor; those who use services have told 

us time and time again that what they value most is relationship with a consistent 

professional in their lives as this can really make a considerable difference.  Professor 

Eileen Munro is a strong proponent of relationship-based social work as she 

articulated the need for this in her review (2011) and it is also something that has been 

highlighted in the work of the OCC (Stability Index 2017). We would like to see social 

workers reclaim their skills such as advocacy and mediation rather than just carrying 

out technical assessments. 

 

Currently, in some parts of the country, we have disproportionate numbers of social 

workers being supplied by agencies rather than being employed directly by local 

authorities contributing to the instability in the system.  A number of surveys have been 

conducted with social workers (Community Care 2016) about this subject and they 

highlight that most social workers would prefer to be permanently employed but often 

opt for locum work as a means of managing the inexorable pressures of the job.  This 

clearly demonstrates the need to improve the working conditions of social workers if 

we want to promote longevity in the workplace and reduce sickness rates and 

inevitably the premature loss of expertise as many experienced social workers leave 

the profession far too early because of personal cost. (UK Social Workers: Working 

Conditions and Wellbeing Dr Jermaine M Ravalier j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk 01225 

876616 Bath Spa University (2017).  The Social Work Taskforce tried to remedy some 

of these issues in 2010 by introducing the Standards for employers of social workers 

in England but their impact has been variable particularly, in light of austerity.   

What we have ended up with is a largely inexperienced workforce where the focus is 

far too concentrated on child protection as opposed to helping families to deal with 

transition and supporting them to develop greater coping strategies and resilience.  

BASW would like to see experienced social workers, (who may be independent social 

workers if not available from within the authority) working as mentors to newly qualified 

social workers in order to help them to develop greater confidence and competence in 

working directly with children and families using a range of skills as referenced 

previously.  A lot of the essence of good social work practice has been lost as 

intervention has become more linear assessing whether or not children can remain 

within their families.  Research studies going back to 1960 and earlier, several 

government-funded and published in one of the 10 Messages from Research research 



overviews, have concluded that unnecessarily intrusive or coercive interventions  often  

result in worse outcomes for children and families. There needs to be a shift from 

penalising individual families to more quality direct work taking place promoting a 

virtuous circle rather than a vicious one.   

On the theme of consistency – this should not just be in relation to frontline social 
workers but also other key personnel in the system such as Child Protection Chairs 
and Independent Reviewing Officers. Independent chairs of child protection 
conferences should not be constrained (even more so with the proposed changes in 
Working Together which remove LSCBs from the landscape thus decreasing 
external influence)   

“My view as an IRO and CP chair is that they are crucial practitioners in a sense they 
are the social work equivalent of the medical Consultant as they maintain daily 
contact with practice and practitioners  in the LA and that they need to recognise a 
range of paradoxical and complex issues and are well placed to develop a bigger 
picture which clearly would lead one to ensuring that less children are removed into 
Care, however challenging the Individual Team, Service managers and the  LA while 
one is inside is highly difficult and stressful.”  (quote from a BASW England member) 

BASW England would also invite the review to pay special attention to the increased 

numbers of teenagers being accommodated or removed into care or custody via the 

Family or Youth courts. Currently, there is a lot of concern amongst our members 

about the future of Youth Offending Teams and the very important work that they 

undertake.  Many of our members work in YOTS but we are not certain if YOTS will 

continue or if indeed social workers will remain part of them. YOTS have certainly 

contributed to reducing the number of young people in custody but like local 

authorities are limited in working on a more preventative basis with children and 

young people.  Again, it is important to re-visit history and the CYP Act 1969 

introduced Intermediate Treatment as a means of helping teenagers to avoid care or 

custody; this provision reflected the difficulties a number of adolescents were 

experiencing following the war and the development of the adolescent transition with 

huge cultural changes. It was deemed as important to help young people transition 

both into the world of work and adulthood and this was seen as best practice at the 

end of the enlightened 1960's.  We think that working with young people on the edge 

of care and/or custody is still vitally important today and would argue that services 

need to be tailored to this particular cohort of young people’s needs rather than 

closing the door on them by labelling them as ‘hard to reach’.  This is particularly 

poignant work with the diminution of youth service We consider that the Review 

might very helpfully consider how best to deploy the not inconsiderable funds 

devoted to troubled and vulnerable teenagers and their families. Attention has been 

paid recently to young people in care and leaving care, but a coherent service is 

needed to those living in the community, including those living with relatives or 

returned to parents from care. This should include those at risk of offending, exposed 

to sexual exploitation or gang violence. The present fragmentation of services and 

programmes (e.g. services available via the YOTs and the now very limited Local 

Authority Youth Services; DCLG sponsored Troubled Families programmes and the 



Children’s Services ‘edge of care’ services) are not conducive to a coherent and 

cost-effective multi-disciplinary approach to service provision for vulnerable 

teenagers and their families.  

Finally, BASW England is keen to see more consistent use of Family Group 
Conferences in social work practice across the country which provides us with a 
more creative way of working with some families drawing on the values inherent to a 
restorative practice approach. This can be a more enabling experience for families 
helping them to identify their own strengths and develop their social capital offering 
an alternative to more traditional processes It allows the intention/ values of families 
regarding their children to come to the fore and to be integrated effectively into the 
local authority perspective. BASW England considers that the local authorities 
should have a legal duty to offer FGC's as part of any CP and PLO process including 
when the child is already looked after and permanence plans are being considered 
as is the case in other jurisdictions such as New Zealand and New Brunswick in 
Canada. 

  

• take account of the current national economic, financial, legal and policy 

context that impacts on families and on local authority and court 

practice  

We have not said much about court practice in our submission but BASW England 

members have certainly raised a number of issues with us including the timeframes 

in for example, care proceedings which can result in practice once again veering 

towards a process driven, compliant culture inculcating a technical, rational process 

as opposed to working humanely with families.  Munro rallied against this in her 

review of child protection.  A positive development in the work of family courts has 

been the advent of the Family Drugs and Alcohol Court (FDAC) which according to 

its first evaluation (Harwin et al 2014) exceeded the 26 weeks timeframe by some 13 

weeks yet it produced good outcomes for many children and their families so this 

was permitted.  We consider that government funding should be provided jointly by 

MoJ and DfE that this approach, adapted if appropriate to local circumstances, can 

be available where appropriate to families in all parts of the country.   

In conclusion, it is BASW England’s view that much of what lies behind this ‘Care 
Crisis’ is austerity and the impact of substantial cuts to local authority children’s 
services budgets. The smaller amount of government resource available via the 
Innovations scheme (assessed only through a time-consuming competitive process 
to a limited number of local authorities) in no way compensates for the loss of 
funding to all local authorities.   Unless this is both acknowledged and remedied we 
will do a huge disservice to the children and families who need both our support and 
our protection. 
 
This crisis is also opening the doors to the privatisation of children’s services as 
under-funded councils are judged as failing and overseen by commissioners and 
ultimately their services are contracted out to private companies of which there is no 
evidence base to demonstrate that they can do any better.  Some social workers 
perceive themselves are also being targeted as being deficient and as a result, an 



expensive, cumbersome and in our view unnecessary ‘testing’ system is being 
piloted (the National Assessment and Accreditation Scheme) on the premise that it 
will provide the necessary panacea for the current ills as opposed to tackling 
fundamental issues such as over bureaucratisation, unmanageable workloads, 
unsafe working environments, capability issues, reductionist models of social work 
practice and a risk averse culture as a result of a prevailing blame culture.  To 
reiterate, the sector is clear about what is required to improve the current system but 
cannot affect the changes that are needed without the political will. 
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