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Following ‘Every Child Matters’, and as part of the Change for Children programme under the Children Act 2004, the DfES is currently consulting on Information Sharing and Assessment systems in Children’s Services.  The consultation period ends on 19th January 2005. 

The general principle is that sharing information about children is essential to safeguard and promote their welfare.  ‘In many cases it is only when information from a range of sources is put together that a child can be seen to be in need or at risk.’ (1.1)  

Section 12 of the Children Act 2004 provides the legal vehicle for setting up a network of databases.  By regulation, the Secretary of State can require each children’s services authority to establish a database containing details of each child: 

a) his name, address, gender and date of birth;

b) a number identifying him;

c) the name and contact details of any person with parental responsibility for him (within the meaning of section 3 of the Children Act 1989 (c. 41)) or who has care of him at any time;

d) details of any education being received by him (including the name and contact details of any educational institution attended by him);

e) the name and contact details of any person providing primary medical services in relation to him under Part 1 of the National Health Service Act 1977 (c. 49);

f) the name and contact details of any person providing to him services of such description as the Secretary of State may by regulations specify;

g) information as to the existence of any cause for concern in relation to him;

h) information of such other description, not including medical records or other personal records, as the Secretary of State may by regulations specify. (s12(4))

This will enable practitioners to:

· identify quickly a child or young person with whom they have contact;

· identify whether that child or young person is getting the universal services (education, primary health care) to which he or she is entitled; and 

· identify needs earlier and take earlier and more effective action to address them by enabling them to identify who else is involved with or has a concern about a child or young person. 

The Common Assessment Framework will need databases to work effectively and practitioners will need to have a ‘common core’ of knowledge and skills. 

The Government is consulting on two main issues:

1. Whether practitioner contact details should be recorded for all targeted and specialist services as a matter of course, or made subject to consent.


 The Government’s initial view is:

Details of practitioners in targeted and specialist services would normally be put on the database only with the consent of the child, young person or parent/carer, as appropriate.  However, in exceptional circumstances, where the professional judges that it is in the best interests of the child to put their details on the database notwithstanding the lack of consent, this should be possible.


2. Where such practitioner details are recorded, whether access to those details should be available to all users of the databases, or restricted only to certain categories of users.

The Government’s initial view is:

This should depend on the type of service involved, and the sensitivity of that particular service’s involvement.  For most targeted and specialist services, all authorised users should be able to see which other practitioners are involved.  However, it could be counter-productive for practitioner details in relation to specialist services in the areas of sexual health, HIV or abortion to be available to all users of the database, therefore this could be restricted only to essential practitioners.  The involvement of other services which could be particularly sensitive, such as substance misuse, youth offending, and mental health services may also need to be restricted to essential practitioners only, or to essential practitioners plus any other practitioners specified by the child, young person or parent/carer as appropriate.

Question 1

The LCPC is asked to consider this issue bearing in mind the Common Assessment Framework.  Although the CAF will be consent dependent, it would be technically possible for consent to be given for the CAF and refused for the database.  This could result in the existence of a CAF remaining hidden when practitioners search a local database.  

The same issue arises in relation to practitioner ‘flags’ that are removed once involvement ceases; subsequent checks would not reveal historic involvement however recent this may be.  This potentially defeats a main aspect of the system in that important information about services a child has received will not be revealed. This issue highlights the continued lack of clarity about the boundaries between information sharing and privacy even at Government level. 

The consultation document suggests that practitioners will only place their details on the system for the duration of the service (i.e. whilst the child has existing needs).  This effectively excludes agencies whose involvement is transitory and not service related (e.g. police). 

Question 2

The LCPC is asked to consider this issue bearing in mind the Bichard recommendations.  Only ‘essential practitioners’ will have access to practitioner details from ‘sensitive’ services.  The term ‘essential practitioners’ should be clearly defined to allow key practitioners from the statutory agencies (police and social services) access details of all practitioners. 

Other issues

The LCPC may want to consider how local databases could link to enable effective cross-borough searching.  The consultation says that ‘decisions on whether and over what timescale to proceed to implement a network of databases are due to be made in 2005’ and will ‘be dependant on the availability of resources for the set up and maintenance of such a network’ (2.35).  It is not clear whether or how the individual systems that constitute a ‘network’ would be able to communicate with each other.  The Government has also now indicated that further resource commitment on this area of activity will be dependent upon the provision of an acceptable business plan in autumn 2005. It appears from clear whether or not there remains a will to proceed further with database development.  

Also, there is no mention in the consultation document as to whether or how systems would monitor checks against databases to identify repeated checks against the same child.  This leaves a prospective situation where emerging cumulative concerns remain unreported; in effect, the system would be likely to provide ‘false negatives’.  

Ian Angus
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