
We have all heard about the 
squeeze. English Councils’ 
overspend on children’s 

services increased to £605m last year. 
The Local Government Association 
estimates that by 2020 a £2bn funding 
gap will have opened up – rising to £3bn 
in 2025 – and local authorities will have 
lost three-quarters of the core central 
Government funding they had at their 
disposal in 2015. 

The Children’s Commissioner recently 
warned of ‘catastrophic consequences’ 
for vulnerable children as councils 
struggle to fulfil their statutory duties. 
This all sounds bad enough, but what 
about the demand side? What about 
the expansion?

The number of children referred 
to social care each year has 
increased by 100,000 in a decade. 
Over the same period, child 
protection inquiries have increased 
by 150% from 73,800 in 2006/07 to 
185,450 in 2016/17 and courts are 
granting local authorities double the 
care orders to remove children from 
their parents than they were 10 years 
ago. 

The number of children going into 
care now stands at 72,670 (or 90 children 
a day), and, says the Institute for Fiscal 
Studies, accounts for more than half 
of the national spend on services for 
children. 

Alongside these ever-increasing, 
expensive and intrusive social work 
interventions into families, there has 
also been an expansion of what child 
protection, in its wider sense, has come 
to mean. Children and young people are 
supposedly more vulnerable than ever 
before to a host of threats. Everything 
from peer-on-peer abuse, virtual bullying, 
sexting, social media and obesity to 
extremism, self-harm, eating disorders, 
exam stress and austerity, are cited as 
evidence they have never had it so bad.  

It makes sense that more children are 
deemed to be in need of more support, 
and children’s services are reconfiguring 
themselves to take on the responsibility 
of promoting the wider wellbeing, at 
the expense of focusing finite resources 
on protecting the few actually at risk of 
significant harm. 

In a climate of heightened anxiety 
about the harm children are allegedly 
exposed to, especially with regard to 
their emotional and mental health, do we 
even think about harm in the same way 
anymore? 

This new climate of concern for 
children’s wellbeing is inevitably 
impacting on social care. Social workers 
are writing more child protection plans 
than ever – 50,310 in 2016 compared 
with 42,850 in 2012. Yet, of the 
preceding investigations which were 
conducted last year, as many as 120,000 
did not result in plans. And of those that 
did, there has been a 164% increase since 
2007/08 in plans written in response to 
suspected emotional abuse. 

Has this expansive safeguarding 
ethos also distracted local authorities 
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from addressing, or even noticing, more 
pressing issues in their communities? 

While barely 5% of suspected 
abuse in families is of a sexual nature, 
media attention has rightly focused 
on the uncovering of the disturbing 
phenomenon of grooming gangs stalking 
northern and the Midlands towns. 

Cases like these also raise the question 
of where those best placed to look out for 
children – their families and communities 
– figure in these plans? 

Such is the squeeze on spending on 
services for vulnerable children, argue 
the likes of former children’s minister 
Tim Loughton MP, that we risk missing 
another Baby P. 

But it is worth remembering that this 
notion of safeguarding ‘every child’, of 
casting the net wide and intervening early, 
was first launched as a direct response to 
the murder of Victoria Climbie. 

What if, instead of making us all more 
aware of our collective responsibility to 
protect children, it has played its part 
in fuelling an insatiable demand for 
ever more support and interventions 
and nurtured expectations that local 

authorities are simply unable to meet? 
At the same time, it is contributing to 

a top-down, process-driven safeguarding 
infrastructure ill-suited to identifying, 
never mind tackling the risks children 
face in a proportionate, timely or 
effective way.

Whether it is child protection work 
with families or tackling grooming gangs 
on the streets, the fundamental problem 
is not one of inadequate funding, but 
of a disproportionate official response 
and an approach to child protection 
that distances ordinary people from the 
important business of safeguarding. 

If protecting children from harm really 
is everybody’s business, have a funny 
way of showing it. n

Dave Clements is a local government 
adviser

This year’s Battle of Ideas festival  –  
a forum to discuss the big issues 
of our time – is at the Barbican in 
London on 13 and 14 October. For 
further information and tickets, visit: 
www.battleofideas.org.uk

It’s a cycle 
of demand

As local authority budgets are slashed 
again to meet the rigorous spending 
limits and dwindling reserves, the 
focus on rising adult social care costs is 
understandable. 

But, keeping our cities moving, 
our roads repaired, our economies 
enterprising and our environment 
protected does not come cheap. 

As place directors, we are well used 
to sharing good practice and pioneering 
ways of saving money. But this level of 
budget pressure is unprecedented and we 
need to think outside the box. 

So, when we started to discuss how we 
might address and balance our long list 
of cash black holes against ways to bring 
in income, business rates seemed a pretty 
standard response. 

Businesses are clamouring for a rates 
review and certainly some of the evidence 
points to some fairly uneven allocations. 

Much of the focus has been on retail – 
and not without reason, as town centres 
start to shut up shop, other businesses are 
feeling the challenge – particularly across 
the tourism sector. 

With rates in some cases equivalent to 
10-12%, it’s no wonder many of our hotels 
are looking at diversifying and becoming 
wedding and conference venues.  

A closer look into the numbers of 
online businesses is also a worthwhile 
consideration. In the UK, we are ahead 
of Europe and the US with 12% of our 
shopping done online, compared to 10% 
and 8% respectively. 

That trend is on the rise. And with the 
advent of internet behemoths such as 
Uber, eBay and Airbnb, the numbers are 
truly staggering. 

Yet these online businesses – retail, 
tourism and hospitality – are not paying 
the same rates as our bricks and mortar 
companies. If we are looking for a 
possible boost to our coffers this could be 
one way to fill our potholes. n

Neil Gibson is vice president of 
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