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	It’s great to be back at the Michael Sieff Foundation. I was here five years ago, and the good thing about the Foundation, why we owe you so much, is that through good times and bad you have held the torch for children. You have been fearless, you have been challenging, you have not hesitated to get on our case when called for – you have raised crucial issues and promoted so much better understanding and best practice across the range of policies targeted at the welfare of children and young people. And that, like childhood itself, is something very precious indeed.

	This conference is timely – or not – depending on how you look at it. When I agreed to come, and it took no persuasion, I looked forward to talking to you in the warm afterglow of the publication of the Children’s Green Paper. As it is I am talking to you now against a background of fevered speculation. 


	Next week, I and the Prime Minister will launch the Green Paper, including the Government’s full response to the Victoria Climbié Inquiry Report and a number of key announcements about the direction of Government policy, and on the same day in the House Charles Clarke with Margaret Hodge will make a statement to take it forward.

	I am sure you will understand that I have to be careful in the way I couch my remarks. But I want to stress that we – and so many of you have worked with the team and ministerial colleagues that it is right to say we – have a historic opportunity to make a difference for children. I am absolutely determined, as is the Chancellor, that we will work to improve outcomes for children, not only through the Green Paper but also through the forthcoming Spending Review and our work on employment, productivity, and bringing growth and prosperity to disadvantaged areas.  

	The world is indeed changing, as the theme of this conference acknowledges. But it is also the case, and our conversation over supper reflected this, that long-familiar problems remain all too prevalent. Even as we confront change, even as we see a multitude of initiatives, the reality remains the same for all too many. To take the most tragic example, rates of child homicide have remained at the same level for 25 years. They have not fallen – although, interestingly, if you asked most people, I suspect they would say that they have increased, which is symbolic of the ways in which our approach to childhood is circumscribed in this country.  Every year between 50 and 100 children, mostly under the age of one, die in circumstances of abuse. The inquiry chaired by Lord Laming – and I would like to pay tribute to him and the assessors who worked with him; you are fortunate to be hearing from them this week – into the events leading up to the death of Victoria Climbié is horrific enough but it is only one in a long series of high profile inquiries into child deaths and child abuse – more than 50 of them since around 1950. Many of us in this room have seen that lessons haven’t always been learnt. This time I know we are all determined they will be. 

	But it is not only the most extreme cases about which we need to be concerned. About 55,000 children remain in care, and 25,000 remain on the child protection register. We know that, on average, looked-after children are 50 times more likely than the average child to end up in prison - and it is not merely that they end up in prison that is our proper concern, but all the circumstances that lead to them being there; 60 times more likely to become homeless; and 88 times more likely to be involved in drug abuse. As a society, we have learned the hard way that we must address these issues holistically – youth offending, substance misuse, the dangers of domestic violence and of being victims of crime. Because of course it is children who are themselves most likely to be victims of crime, not just at the hands of adults but of other children. Adults often believe that they themselves are more likely to be victims of crime committed by children – not true.

	It is a great pity, too, that sometimes elders, who would be valued in the community as grandparents and counsellors, shrink back at the sight of an approaching group of children. But that is part of the reality we need to confront. 

	That is why we need to tackle these problems as early as possible, and to shift the balance of Government interventions from picking up the pieces to support and prevention at an early stage – tackling child poverty, improving early years education and childcare, raising school standards and supporting parents. And there is so much to be done.

	We have already made real progress, and it’s important to recognize and celebrate that. We have been a part of challenges that are for the better. I celebrate the fact that we have made a strong start towards our goal of halving child poverty by 2010, with the number of children in relatively low-income households falling by around half a million between 1998 and 2002. This year sees the introduction of new tax credits which make work pay and focus state support on the poorest families.

	But we also know there is much more to do. Relative poverty is there; children are confronted by what they see on the streets, in shops, on television, all the cultural messages we send to children and young people. 

         Progress so far

	We have been able to make a start with improving the delivery of universal services to all children, with targeted support for those with additional needs, the objective that underpins the Sure Start programme, Connexions and the Children’s Fund. Sure Start is something to celebrate – but there are real challenges. This morning I was talking with Sure Start coordinators and sharing experiences, and we agreed that we still have a way to go in learning how best to engage the parents who have the most need of Sure Start. And we also need to address the issue of Sure Start boundaries: sometimes the boundaries are drawn, and communities fall outside them – how can that fit with social cohesion?

	The Children’s Fund is great, frankly. Connexions is new and more challenging; but I believe it is on the right track and we need to build on the leadership and commitment of those involved. 

	Overall, we need to take the opportunity of building on a sustained increase in investment in child-focused services such as social care and education. Too often progressive measures, such as the Children Act of 1989, have been hamstrung by lack of funding and lack of the trained staff needed to make the reforms work.

	What is clear is that having made health and education a priority, and rightly so, we are seeing some of that resource being applied to social care. A concern we have is how to make sure the resource does not go down what I would call “the usual silos”. These areas, the usual silos, are themselves very important, but all of us get frustrated – I know I and ministerial colleagues do – when on the ground we are not seeing what we should be seeing. On child and adolescent mental health, progress has not been as fast as it should have been; as the national service frameworks come in we need to be vigilant and to ensure that they deliver.  

	It is not, of course, only about money, but about having the legislation in place where necessary, and we have implemented a series of Acts designed to protect vulnerable young people:

·	 the Care Standards Act 2000, to improve the inspection and regulation of children's care services,

·	 and the Protection of Children Act 1999, which strengthened safeguards against unsuitable people working with children. 

·	The Adoption and Children Act 2002, a genuinely radical overhaul of adoption law that underpins the Government's drive to improve the performance of the adoption service and promote greater use of adoption.

·	And the Sexual Offences Bill currently going through the House creating a new range of offences designed to offer children under 13 the maximum protection.  


	All those are very important as markers and foundations. Legislation is vital just as resources are vital. But we also need an attitudinal change on the part of those people working with children, and we need them to sense that they are valued and will be enabled to work together and to transcend obstacles. Without this, legislation and resources will not be enough. 

	The situation is far from perfect, but the system now does more than merely react to complaints made by looked-after children, a difference I have seen. It is proactive, recognising that many of those children may not have the confidence to make a complaint of their own volition. Too often in the past, we have seen situations where children and young people have tried to speak out but have not had their voices heard. I think we are beginning to see real change here, real progress in listening to children. To this end we have published national standards for advocacy practice and we have sought to ensure that advocacy is made available for vulnerable children and young people when they have a problem or concern and want to make complaints under the Children Act.  

	But there is more to be done. Children have to be helped to find their own voice and we have to put in place mechanisms to amplify that voice and by which we can be required to listen. Because often we do not listen – we are aware of an increase in noise, but that is not the same.  

	And we have acknowledged that children over 16 may still need care – an important policy move, and one that I know has been a key concern of many children’s and young people’s charities. It was hard fought for and hard won and I know it was not given easily. We need to build on that. 

Agenda for the future

	As I have said, these achievements are worthwhile, but they are only the beginning. Ensuring that each and every child is enabled to realise their full potential is what matters, and to help achieve that we need to find ways to make sure they and their families get the right support, at the right time and in the right place – and we know that is a complex and demanding job. Its success hangs on the actions of a host of different agencies, each with its own values, personalities, priorities, performance targets, skills and resources. All will be reflected to some degree in this room. But there will be some who are not present, although they should be, and we need to do more to bring them in – that is a big issue and one we need to deal with.

	So what are some of the key challenges we face in improving the framework for intervention in this changing world?

Specialized services 

	For children who are at risk of social exclusion, we need to develop and coordinate the provision of targeted and specialist services to make our interventions more effective: especially mental health services for children and young people, and social care for young people who are or have been homeless.  For children with communication difficulties, we need an integrated approach between health and education that allows them to access the full range of educational services. We know that early intervention by these services has a positive effect, promoting development and reducing the risk later on of family disruption, truancy, poor educational attainment and offending behaviour.

	In mental health services, the reality is that standards are variable: there is excellence, but there are also areas where improvements are urgently needed, and where one sometimes gets a sense that people have given up or that they have set their faces against change and are pursuing other priorities. This is why we have allocated around £250 million of additional investment, to the NHS and to local authorities, to support year-on-year improvements in the availability and quality of Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services. Last autumn, the Department of Health set out its priorities and planning framework, which included the aim of comprehensive Child and Adolescent Mental Health services across the country by 2006 and yearly increases in provision of at least 10 per cent. 

	And, building on the reforms introduced in the Crime and Disorder Act in 1998, we want to make the youth justice system simpler and more flexible, drawing on wider risk reduction approaches, and working more closely with other agencies. Multi-disciplinary Youth Offending Teams have succeeded in delivering real changes, and there are lessons to be learned for multi-agency working from how they operated on the ground. Good joined up working has helped to halve the time between arrest and conviction and to cut juvenile reconvictions by 22.5 per cent. They are a concrete demonstration of how an inter-agency approach can actually make a difference and drive up standards. 

	For looked-after children, it is important that we put their needs at the centre of good social work practice. While most looked-after children return home, and one in three do so within 8 weeks, it is important that we encourage early planning to meet the needs of those who do not. Foster carers play a unique role in our communities, providing homes and care for particularly vulnerable children, whether for a short break or over many years – a role that requires us to strengthen the structures in place to support, recruit and retain foster carers. And that’s why this year the Choice Protects grant, worth just under £20 million, has been allocated to local authorities to expand and develop their fostering services. 

	One important challenge will be to give those social workers who work with children the right support and stability they need to deliver higher levels of support to children and families. We owe them that and there is a real sense that the profession of social care has taken some hard knocks as a result of the sequence of tragedies and the inquiries that followed them. They have had, frankly, an awful press: sometimes social workers have been criticised for intervening too much, and at other times pilloried for intervening too late or insufficiently. We know that resources have not been what they might have been, and that resources for prevention and intervention have sometimes been diverted into other areas.

	As Herbert Laming recognised, people who take on the work of protecting children at risk of deliberate harm need formidable professional skills, persistence and courage. And yet we don’t actually value people who work with children. One of the tragedies of our society has been the way we undervalue professionals in this area. That has to change and we cannot put it off, otherwise we are just storing up more trouble for ourselves. Local authorities must be able to recruit and retain child social workers who have what it takes. It is good that we are beginning to take recruitment and retention seriously and that we released funds for the first ever social work national recruitment and retention campaign, and that after that the number of applications for social work training increased by at least 6.5 per cent. We are aiming for a further increase of 5,000 by 2005–06. We are also doing more to inform the public about what it is that we ask this cadre of workers with children to do and to reinforce the message that their work is critical and that it is valued. We want to use the opportunity that the Green Paper  presents to do just this. 

	But we also have to leave behind the perception that social workers are the only people with the responsibility to identify cases of concern – and move to a position in which a wide range of professionals and the communities in which they are placed accept that the protection of children is a core part of their responsibility. Following the conclusions of Lord Laming’s report, it is not only social services, but a raft of other agencies — the health service, the police, voluntary organisations and faith groups — who have a responsibility to make children’s welfare a priority and to work together in doing so. 

Joined-up working 

	As we develop this collaborative approach between social services and other professions, I think it is important that we acknowledge that so far the different professional structures, funding and bidding regimes have not fostered the necessary sense of mutual and collective responsibility. Indeed, sometimes they have actively worked against it – that is tragic but true. The Green Paper will set out details of how we aim to achieve a multi-disciplinary, team-working approach involving professionals across the health, education, and social sectors.

	New procedures will be needed to support closer working. To take just one example, faults in procedure have materially hampered the handling of referrals made about children by those concerned with children’s welfare. The lack of a statutory relationship bringing the agencies working with vulnerable children together, meant that an agency receiving a referral could be completely unaware of referrals made in other areas.  Putting in place arrangements that enable different bodies to share information will be crucial.

	I remember a visit which I made to one local authority with – quite deliberately – only 24 hours notice. That authority was an interesting case: it had both rural and urban areas, it had a new Director of Social Services. There had been some real problems, and I discussed with him and his frontline team, and I promised that we would take on board a situation they shared with me: they had put in place a really effective system for sharing information with a partner authority, but with only one personnel change within that partner authority it had completely broken down. They were exasperated. 

	On the same visit, but a different issue, I heard about a case conference that happened to fall within the school holidays. That was tough – no teacher attended and there was nothing they could do about it. This cannot go on. My promise to you, which will be reflected in the Green Paper and in the work Charles Clarke and Margaret Hodge will take forward, is that that sort of message has been taken on. At all levels up to Cabinet we have seen a willingness to go beyond the silos – and ministerial silos are every bit as much of a danger as professional ones. 

	On funding we will ensure greater coordination by routing money for children's services through social services via the newly expanded Department for Education and Skills. We are also bringing together other units focused on children, of school age and early years - the Family Policy Unit from the Home Office and family policy from the former Lord Chancellor's Department – to sit alongside. I believe this is the right thing to do, and it gives us a unique opportunity to make a difference. 

	Even as we do that we have to recognize there is still a need to work to overcome the new boundaries – because, of course, no sooner do you remove one set of boundaries than you create another. That is why we believe that the Children's Trust approach is important, bringing together some or all of the services that local education authorities, social services, health or criminal justice services commission and provide. So we have established 35 pathfinder projects to learn from experimentation and explore how best the approach should be implemented nationally.

Clear lines of accountability

	Alongside coordination must go clear lines of accountability. As Lord Laming identified in his report, it is critical that there should be a senior level person responsible for children’s services in every authority. 

	Coordination and clear accountability are as important at the ministerial level as at the local level, and the appointment of Margaret Hodge as the first ever Minister for Children, Young People and Families has already begun to create a strong centre of gravity in Government, cutting across the old departmental and agency boundaries and keeping the central focus on the needs of children. 

	There is much more to do. The Green Paper marks an important new beginning, in giving children and young people the security and the opportunities they have the right to enjoy. Together we can make a difference.
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