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This enquiry is undertaken in order to identify structural gaps and present recommendations that will connect up Police Public Protection, Local Authority Children’s Services, key national Government departments (Children, Schools and Families, Home Office and Dept of Health) and local and national Voluntary and Charitable Bodies to reduce the number of children going missing in the first place, and to ensure the immediate safety of children and young people who do runaway and go missing.

Every year, in the United Kingdom, an estimated 140,000 children and young people runaway or go missing. Most of them return safely within a short time. Research by the Children’s Society indicates that around 10,000 children are hurt or harmed while they are away from home or care. A significant number are running from abuse, and have no safe home to return to. Some children are harmed very severely whilst away, with lifelong consequences, some disappear without trace, and it is estimated that about 50 children per year die or are killed while they are missing. We heard that all these figures are estimates because no data is collected nationally and there are no systems to allow a national picture to be compiled. 

In many areas the Police have been leading initiatives to identify and protect runaway and missing children and the ACPO guidelines on management and reporting of missing persons issued in 2005  (which are guidelines not Home Office Guidance) have largely standardised information collected. However, a number of Forces are still using paper-based systems, and there is still better information available nationally on stolen cars than there is on missing children. It is significant that the Police have a key performance indicator on vehicle crime and therefore allocate resources and collect data. 

There is currently no national data collected by the Department for Children, Schools and Families, the lead Government Department, on runaway and missing children. A very welcome announcement has been made in the days before this enquiry that children missing from home and care will be included as a national performance framework indicator for local authorities from April 2009.  No detail has yet been identified as to how this will operate or how the resulting evidence will be acted upon. 

The panel received evidence of excellent joint working in some local areas between Police, local authorities and voluntary organisations. These partnerships demonstrated effectiveness in reducing incidence of running away, better protecting children who had gone missing and tackling predatory adults who were targeting runaway children. 

However, such effective partnerships were few and far between and the reality for many children is bleak with no local services available or planned. As Deputy Assistant Commissioner Richard Bryan, ACPO lead on missing people, told us: 

“My view that the whole thing is driven by individuals.  There are some experienced and committed people, who are the ones who are driving things.  The system itself does not provide a safety net; that is provided by some key players either at national or local level”.

Evidence was given outlining exceptional examples of good practice initiated by dedicated individuals. However, there was insufficient Government priority or leadership nationally for these to be embedded in systems to meet the needs of vulnerable children is significant areas of the country.

Martin Houghton-Brown from the Children’s Society, who has just completed an extensive piece of work on behalf of the DCFS involving stakeholders across the country, “Stepping Up: The Future of Runaway Services a review of services in England, proposing ‘a national safety net for runaways’, told us: 
“We have exemplary practice in a few locations, but adequate services do not exist in the majority of places… We think that about 12% have an organised response..  Our research shows that more than two thirds of local authorities are not planning a response.  Local authorities are unlikely to deliver a response if they are not making a needs assessment or plan, despite the fact that the plan is part of the local authority guidance that was issued under the local authority circular in 2002 by the Department of Health.  It was part of its statutory requirement that local authorities would assess need and make a strategic plan on an annual basis.  However, more than two thirds are not fulfilling that part of the existing guidance.”
This is a very serious failure that leaves some very vulnerable children and young people without protection. Inadequacies of data collection make it difficult to identify how to direct resources and allocate priorities. However, the panel received a wealth of evidence relating to the actual current dangers experienced by some young people alone on Britain’s streets, identifying that this issue should be a clear safeguarding priority.

Lancashire Police “Mountains into Molehills” Project has produced significant evidence both of risk levels to young individuals and of successful results of early intervention. Lancashire has also identified the wasteful cost to Police Authorities and the huge attrition on children’s life chances of a reactive approach to missing children;
  “For example, we worked out that it was costing Lancashire Police about £6.2 million just to investigate cases.  We looked at the type of things that went with missing person cases and found that 77% of our cases involved people under the age of 18.  The same people went missing time and time again.  In our first year, one girl from a care home was responsible for 78 missing person investigations.  At the time, Lancashire Police just reported her missing and brought her back.  Three children did not survive.  One was killed in a road traffic collision while missing; one was murdered and her body has never been found, and the other visited some adults with chaotic lifestyle who plied her with drink and prescription drugs, and she died.”  

Although many runaway children were identified as returning to home or care within a short period of time we heard repeated evidence that some children were targeted by predatory adults for sexual or drug-related exploitation, and were encouraged to run away repeatedly. Police ability to identify and tackle such predators depends on good retrieval and recording if information from young victims, who often feel no trust in authority figures. 

Evidence demonstrated that the most effective local action depended on a good working relationship between police, local authorities, health authorities and the voluntary sector – who were consistently cited as key partners because of the role of “trusted friend” of the young person. 

“Every Child Matters” and the local Children’s Services structures were cited as having tremendous potential to create safe places and safe people for young runaways.  However resources are focused on clearly identified national and local priorities. The lack of local and national data on incidence of “missing” and consequent lack of analysis of actual risk and harm experienced by children has put the issue “below the radar” in most places. 
 A survey at the end of 2006 by the Parliamentary All Party Group for Runaway and Missing Children identified twenty-three Children’s services departments that did not know how many children in their own care had been reported missing to the police in the previous year. A further forty-two did not know how many children on their child protection register had been reported missing during the same period. 
Evidence from Birmingham Children’s Safeguarding Board demonstrated the effectiveness of joint local working directed by effective senior-level strategic leadership. However Birmingham is apparently the only Safeguarding Board with a specific sub-group addressing safeguarding running away and missing children.

We also received consistent evidence that reliance on individuals to establish local initiatives frequently resulted in resource allocation and service delivery for those projects which did exist, being interrupted or ceasing when the key individuals moved on. 

Despite repeated evidence from statutory bodies that the voluntary sector had a crucial role in supporting children at risk, most of the charities working to provide support for runaway and missing children reported uncertainty about continued funding for their work. Most would not have ongoing funding within four months time.  Even Missing People, the national charity providing 24/7 helplines for missing people and their families and a runaway helpline that took 50,000 calls last year, and receiving only modest core funding from government, does not know if it will receive any funding beyond March 2008.
 The Charity is considered a key partner by the Police National Missing Person’s Bureau, jointly creating and delivering an information sharing protocol involving every police force. The Charity received £300,000 Home Office funding for this work in 2006/7 but it was not funded in 2007/8, and the work was only delivered thanks to charitable donations.

Even more alarmingly, the National Police Improvement Agency, which has taken responsibility for Missing People – including Missing Children - from September this year, has been allocated a budget of £261,000 for the current financial year from the Home Office but does not yet know what future allocations will be. 

There is currently no national allocation for the issue identified by Department for Children, Schools and Families.

Deputy Assistant Commissioner Bryan, ACPO lead on Missing People provided an annual estimate of the social cost of children that go missing at circa £222m – 
Figure 1 sets out the basis for this:
	
	Figure 1: Estimated Social Cost of Missing Children

Average cost of investigating 140,0001 missing children cases each year at a cost of £10002 per investigation.

Preventing the mean average of 50 missing children cases each year that result in a fatal outcome, where the average comparative cost for the prevention of each fatality is £1,645,1103

TOTAL

1: Source: Missing People

2: Source: Lancashire Constabulary “Mountains to Molehills”

3.Source: http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/statistics/datatablespublications/accidents/casualtiesgbar/roadcasualtiesgreatbritain2006
	£

140,000,000

82,255,500

222,255,500


He contrasted the estimated social cost of over £222 million (which in itself could not include the cost to the children and their families of their damaged lives) with the Government funding allocated to address the issue: 

“We put that figure against the amount of £1.1 million that is currently going into missing people and it gives an idea of the cost versus the investment.  As I said, investment is £1.1 million now, but three years ago, it was £55,000.  That shows the disproportionate level… Core funds need to be sufficient, sustained and controlled by those with a policy lead – currently they are not. Funds are embedded within departmental budgets and are subject to their changing priorities.”
In his evidence Peter Neyroud, Chief Exec of the National Police Improvement Agency said:
“We should have a national core budget that is assigned in the NGO sector for missing people and a proper budget for the police in such matters, because £1.1 million for both the national charity and the police is not enough.  I am not talking about hundreds of millions, but a fairly small sum.”

Both Lancashire Police and Leicestershire Police reported detailed research using their extensive computerised data. They reported a significant correlation between children in the care of a Local Authority and incidence of repeated running away. 

Given this correlation, more attention should be given to improving the quality of care and staff expertise provided in both private and local authority children’s homes. If children’s homes were improved then a child might be less inclined to runaway.

Superintendent Chris Rollings of Leicestershire reported:

“48% of the missing persons were between the ages of 10 to 18 years.  This seems to be the most prolific age group of those who go missing…..


..More detailed work revealed that the top ten missing people for 2005 were responsible for 6% of the missing reports.  Additional analysis revealed that all of the top ten missing persons were in local authority care. All of the top ten were missing more than ten times, up to a maximum of 53 times in the case of one individual.

…..the top 10 had been the victim of 20 offences that had been reported to the police. These offences were mostly either assaults (12) or sex offences (5). In addition to being victims of crime they were also in some cases offenders. A total of 82 offences were linked to the same group. Of these 28 were assaults and the rest a variety of offences including Burglary, Theft and Damage. A comment here is that 70% of these offences were committed within the care home. It is a matter of conjecture whether if these had been committed in the natural home environment such matters would have been reported to the police.”     

And Lancashire police analysis showed;

“Lancashire had over 300 children who went missing on at least three occasions a year. These children accounted, between them, for almost 3200 (52%) of Lancashire’s missing person investigations. The majority of these cases involved children in care; particularly those in residential care.  Many were prolific ‘young-runaways’. One had been the subject of 78 missing person investigations in a single year”

Both Forces gave evidence that targeted early intervention, using data to identify children at risk and involving leadership at a senior level, proved effective both in reducing running away and going missing, and in tackling underlying problems.

In considering support for children in the care of a local authority who run away or go missing, it is significant that a third of children are currently placed away from their home authority. Government figures show that nationally 2,300 children of the 5,200 children in children’s homes and 12,700 of the 35,300 children in foster placements, have been placed outside their own authorities.  Although there are welcome indicators that the Government intends local authorities to reduce such “out of area” placements, there are already guidelines in place that should limit such practice. The role of inspection will be crucial in driving change. 

Most inspection reports currently contain no context or overview about how often children are going missing or getting into trouble. This means that there can be no proper assessment about whether the care provided by these homes is helping to manage or stabilise the behaviour of young people in their care.

Children’s homes can be classed as inadequate and given notice of action to improve. But they still keep operating until the next inspection, which could be up to six months away. If by the next inspection the home has not taken steps to improve then they could be deregistered. However, we do not know how many are deregistered through enforced closures because figures are not recorded. Anecdotal evidence suggests such closures are unusual.    

We received evidence from a range of agencies that cases of children going missing frequently can only be resolved by a complex matrix of relationships between different statutory and voluntary agencies across a number of geographical boundaries. In cases considered to be high risk, speed of action is essential.  There is no time to develop relationships and protocols. These have to be already in place. Local Protocols must be able to function across geographical boundaries as well as within them.  Robust leadership is essential to make this happen.

As Bob Gower giving evidence on behalf of Lancashire said; 

“I can best illustrate matters by citing an example, as social workers always end up doing.  A girl in care in Lancashire was placed in a private children’s home in West Yorkshire.  She had family in Rochdale, Greater Manchester and she went missing with some young adults, one of whom she thought was her boyfriend.  They were next found in Telford, Shropshire.  There were reports that they would then go on to Luton.  She was missing for more than three weeks, with occasional contact.  Through not only the efforts of Lancashire County Council and the police, but through the spreading of a message to other police forces about working in a constructive way with missing children, between us we did far more to safeguard matters.  She was eventually found in Birmingham.”

The recent establishment of a coalition of local and national charities working with children who run away or go missing is a welcome move by the voluntary sector to co-ordinate activity, avoid duplication and share information. 
We received considerable evidence of children running away or going missing who crossed administrative and operational boundaries. We also heard repeatedly of children calling for help at all times of the day, but most consistently “out of hours” for the normal support services. To address their needs, a network of national and local co-ordination, with co-operation between different statutory and voluntary bodies is essential. Keeping the relationships as simple and unbureaucratic as possible is key to success. 

Consistently throughout the hearings and in the written evidence submitted to the panel, we heard of the substantial risk and actual harm experience by children and young people who had gone missing in the UK.  
We also received repeated evidence from leading practitioners and witnesses from both statutory and voluntary organisations that children could be very much better safeguarded by implementing simple strategies, co-ordinating activity, and using appropriate information technologies. The actual costs of implementation would not be great, and the investment would be repaid many times both in saving of police time and in prevention of harm to children. 
We therefore recommend that urgent action be taken to make the simple changes needed to reduce the number of children running or going missing in the first place, and in ensuring the immediate safety of those children who do go missing.

The panel recommends:

· There should be a single Minister, at Cabinet level, with leadership responsibility for safeguarding missing children across government departments.

· A national service framework for missing children should be developed as a statutory function. It should include a requirement for a “return interview” as a triage point to determine whether further intervention is required. 

· Proposals developed by the ACPO lead officer and the strategic oversight group for missing people for an enhanced national missing persons bureau, - involving a close working relationship between police, Missing People, senior policy advisors in Department for Children, Schools and Families, the Home Office and Department of Health, and the coalition of charities working with runaway and missing children - should be implemented.  Consideration should be given to establishing a governance structure that would simplify reporting lines across government departments. 
· The enhanced national missing persons’ bureau should take a lead in identifying and rolling out best practice. 
· There should be a statutory requirement for collection and reporting of appropriate information on children reported missing to the police.
· National guidance should be reviewed and should focus on strategies for prevention and early intervention.
· Children’s Safeguarding Boards should take a lead role in developing a local strategy and directing delivery for safeguarding children and young people who go missing from home or care in their area.

· There should be a speedy review of provision of safe places and safe people for runaway and missing children. 

· Children in the care of a local authority should not be placed away from their home area unless it is in the best interest of the child. Inspection of children’s services should include an assessment of appropriateness of out of area placements. Inspection of children’s homes should include an assessment of incidence of running away and going missing. After a home has been classified as “inadequate there should be an intermediate measure of financial penalties or sanctions until the next inspection. This would ensure that the children’s homes move quickly to put their house in order.

· Local authorities should record and pass on to Department for Children, Schools and Families the number of private and local authority homes that are subject to forced enclosure to allow a national picture to be built up.

· When an organisation applies for registration for a children’s home part of the assessment should include a view on the suitability of the area for vulnerable children for example, is the proposed home in a street where there are drug dealers, prostitution or a known registered sex offender?  
· A national core budget should be agreed by the key Government Departments for safeguarding missing children and vulnerable adults, which would include funding for strategically important voluntary sector service provision and adequate resources to operate an enhanced National Missing Persons Bureau. 

· There should be a centrally funded national independent helpline available 24/7 that children or young people who have gone missing can call for help. It should be built into the national and local strategies for safeguarding runaway and missing children and should have information on local emergency support. 

PAGE  
1

