Community & Social Services Directorate

Children Looked After

Background

The rise in the numbers of children looked after in the City has been reported previously. From 1994 to 2001 the numbers increased from 336 to 607, falling only in one year, 1996.


31/03/94
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Looked after total
336
365
355
396
447
480
579
607

% change

8.6%
-2.7%
11.5%
12.9%
7.4%
20.6%
4.8%

However, the increase slowed down markedly from 2000 to 2001. On 30th September 2001 the total was 580. It has increased since then to 601 on 30th November but is still below the figure for 31st March 2001. Thus, it may be that the number is now steady.

The increases created severe pressure on the City’s resources and in 1999 it became necessary to purchase places from external providers simply to meet capacity. That pressure also began to affect the Family Placement service in 2000 and it was necessary to begin purchasing fostering placements from agencies to provide necessary capacity.

Notwithstanding the action set out below, this had an upward pressure on the cost of looked after services for several reasons:

· the increased volume of children looked after

· the need to pay for external placements

· a switch from foster care to residential care because foster care resources could not be increased at a rate to cope with the increase in demand. 

The proportion of children looked after in foster care was 68.5% on 31st March 1999 but had fallen to 60.2% on 31st March 2001. 

Unit costs for the Directorate's own fostering services are relatively low (average unit cost is £187 per week for a foster care placement against £217.70 nationally), but the cost of residential care is high (£1929 per week against £1427 nationally).  This is largely because of the level of external purchasing.

Action taken

The increase in looked after numbers in Salford was in line with the upward trend nationally.  However, Salford's rate of increase was significantly higher than average.   To examine Salford's position more closely, an independent study was commissioned in 2000 to consider whether the Community & Social Services Directorate had thresholds for children to be looked after which were too low. The conclusion of that study was that this was not the case, but several recommendations were made. These included:

· Developing crisis response services for families with teenagers (Brief 
Intervention Team - a small joint project with the Education & Leisure 
Directorate)

· Establishing an admissions panel to monitor admissions to the looked after 
system

· Creating planning and development capacity within Children’s Services

All of these action points have been successfully implemented:

· The crisis response service which worked with over 80 young people in the first nine months of its existence has started to have an impact on numbers in 2001

· The admissions panel assists in ensuring early opportunities to return children home are not lost 

· The recently established planning capacity within the Division and the Directorate is unlikely to make an impact for 12/18 months and represents a longer term strategy to manage looked after pressures.

A Children’s Services Inspection by the Social Services Inspectorate in October 2001 noted that the Directorate’s thresholds for access to children’s services were actually very high and considered the development of preventative services vital.

Other steps taken to manage the range of issues around looked after numbers include:

· Opening 5 new children’s homes (3 in partnership with voluntary organisations) 
between 1999 and 2000 to add  23 beds to internal capacity.

· A foster care recruitment campaign in conjunction with Manchester and 
Trafford and paid for by the health Action Zone

· Using relatives as carers 117 children are placed with relatives who make up a 
quarter of all foster carers in the City, an arrangement commended by the Social 
Services Inspectorate.

· Using the Quality Protects grant to make a small increase in the Family 
Placement Team.

· Improving education, health and sport and leisure support to looked after 
services within the City to enhance the capacity of our own resources to manage 
problems. (Salford was in the top-performing group of Authorities for the 
educational performance of children looked after in 2000/01).

· Discussions are underway with the Education & Leisure Directorate and a 
voluntary organisation about establishing a children's home with education on 
the premises to cater for children with complex social and educational needs.

Ongoing issues

However, there continue to be many pressure points on the looked after system. The Authority agreed that for 2001/02 the Directorate would receive an additional £1 million to support Children’s Services which should be used firstly to cover the cost of external placements and secondly to invest in Children’s Services. In fact, the money will be needed for the first task.

The reasons for this are that:

· Placement charges in 2001/02 have increased above the general level of 
inflation.

· Further additional increases in placement charges are anticipated as a result of 
the implementation of the Care Standards Act in April 2002 which will set 
several new requirements for providers of residential care.  Negotiations are 
currently underway with providers to determine the financial impact of the 
changes.

· These changes will also create some additional costs for the City's own services.

· The cost of care for children with complex needs is very high and is continuing 
to rise.

· The Directorate is dealing with a high proportion of children who need one to 
one supervision and for whom care costs are very high.

· Recruiting new foster carers becomes increasingly difficult. Salford had 266 
foster carers registered in 1999 and only 240 now. This is mainly due to work to 
de-register carers who were no longer caring for children. The number of active 
carers has remained constant. However, this means that the figure has not 
increased despite the huge staff and financial (HAZ funded) commitment made 
to the Fostercare Recruitment Campaign.

The Directorate continues to have relatively low staffing levels in its children’s homes and a very low staffing level in its Family Placement Section. The second of these is particularly problematic when trying to increase the number of foster carers and adopters. The only increase in children and families social work posts since 1995 has been achieved by transferring four posts from the Manchester Children's Hospital social work team. This impacts on pro-active planning and can have an upward pressure on costs.

It has not been possible to significantly increase foster care payments (although increases for the last two years have been 5% - double the rate of inflation). Neither has it been possible to increase the size of the Family Placement section to cover the very heavy workload created by looked after numbers and additional tasks which will be created by the implementation of the Care Standards Act in April 2002.

Expenditure Projections

Based on the numbers currently looked after, it is anticipated that spending on out of authority placements, agency foster care and foster care for children looked after will be within budget for 2001/02, however it is difficult to predict short-term trends. Considerable work reduced looked after numbers and the spend on this budget in the first two quarters of the financial year, but in the third quarter there has been renewed upwards pressure,  which the Directorate is actively managing.

Conclusions
Overall, it is anticipated expenditure on Children Looked After in 2001/02 will be within budget.

A range of actions have been implemented which had had a positive effect on managing the issues of increasing demand pressures placed on the looked after system.

The pressure on looked after children numbers is still significant but has not increased in 2001/02.

The SSI inspection of Children's Services (October 2001) identified that thresholds for access to services was high.

There will be new financial pressures in 2002/03 as external providers make provision for the requirements of the Care Standards Act.  However, at this stage it is not possible to quantify as providers are trying to formulate organisational changes they will have to make in response to the new Act requirements.  Until this is achieved, the financial impact cannot be assessed.

Continued pressure of ongoing demand has prevented the further development of resources for in-house family placement and residential services in 2001/02.
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