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CHILD PROTECTION THRESHOLDS IN LONDON

1. SUMMARY

1.1. The agenda for change in provision of children’s services makes the question of thresholds of levels of assistance and intervention more significant. The emergence of the Common Assessment Framework has led to a clear signal of expectation of assessment at first sign of vulnerability primarily by universal services. This indicates some movement from the assessment Framework model, which built on a Children Act 1989 model of assessment of any child by local authority services to ascertain whether that child was in need or not. The new approach has been further supported by the ISA project requirement to submit threshold documents agreed through the inter-agency Children Strategic Partnerships in each local borough. 

1.2 Submissions by London authorities to the ISA threshold document requirement have largely followed the models adopted by IRT trailblazers Bolton and Camden. 

1.3 However, the operationalisation of thresholds according to agreed inter-agency levels is more complex than the existence of broadly similar approaches being adopted in written documentation across the capital. The effective implementation of agreed inter-agency thresholds over time will be a key to successful implementation of the Government agenda to emphasise the role of universal services in safeguarding children in the wider population whilst enabling specialist services such as social services operations to work effectively on a reduced level of specific referrals relating to concerns about likely significant harm to children. 

1.4 Little data currently exists to evaluate effectiveness of local thresholds. However, the varying rates of use of the Child Protection Register across London suggests that there is some considerable distance to travel before consistency is achieved across London. 

1.5 The London Child Protection Committee can provide leadership around this issue through establishing an inter-agency steering group to review thresholds asserted via ISA/ IRT documentation and successful implementation or otherwise across London. This is likely to be a long-term commitment but should seek as its aim the achievement of greater equity for children across London and to reduce the elements of postcode lottery currently in evidence. 

2. CHILD PROTECTION THRESHOLDS IN LONDON 2002-03

2.1 The Department for Education and Skills has taken over responsibility for annual publication of statistics relating to national Child Protection Registers. The latest publication provides information for the financial year 2002-03 but nevertheless allows for some comparison between London authorities to highlight patterns within London for the consideration of LCPC members. 

2.2 This report has selected certain particular indicators from this information relating to rates of referral to social services departments, rates of joint child protection enquiries with police and other partner agencies being carried out, rates of registration at initial child protection conferences and overall rates of children placed on local Child Protection Registers. This information is analysed across London to highlight significant issues in identifying thresholds across London. 

2.3 Full performance tables in respect of national Child Protection Registers can be found at www.dfes.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/VOL/v000444/vol2-2004cpr.pdf.

2.4 Throughout this analysis, emphasis is placed on rates of recognition or referral or registration per 10,000 children in the population in order that different sizes of London local authorities are not relevant factors for these purposes. 

Rates of Referral to Social Services Departments

2.5
This indicator measures the referrals recorded by London social services departments. It is subject to variable quality of recording across London and will be affected by whether or not all early intervention services are initially logged onto the council’s social ser vices database or whether direct access to commissioned services can takes place by self-referral or other agency referral without the need to be recorded b y Social Services. Nevertheless, these are the sorts of factors which will impinge upon successful implementation of the Common Assessment Framework across London and therefore the figures do provide a useful insight into the volume of social services activity across London boroughs.   

2.6
The role of a local social services department appears far from consistent from general referral data. The mean rate of referral per year in 2002-03 was 655 referrals per 10,000 children. However, this covered a span from 226 referrals per 10,000 children in Kingston-upon- Thames to 1,818 referrals per children in figures submitted by City of London.  

2.7
For the most part, the more densely populated urban area of London did provide for higher rates of referral. However, there were significant exceptions to this. Relatively low rates of referral were recorded for areas such as Lewisham, Newham, Tower Hamlets and Brent. This may signify the operation of alternative routes of assistance for children in need, possibly through schools, health services or the voluntary and community sector or an operation of high thresholds of intervention before referrals are accepted. 

2.8
The full table concerning rates of referral is as follows:

Table 1- Rates of Referral per 10,000 children to London Social Services Departments 2002-03

	1.
	City of London
	1,818

	2.
	Islington
	1,329

	3. 
	Croydon
	1,207

	4.
	Southwark
	1,119

	5.
	Kensington & Chelsea
	1,085

	6.
	Hammersmith & Fulham
	1,049

	7. 
	Wandsworth
	922

	8.
	Greenwich
	885

	9.
	Lambeth
	879

	10.
	Haringey
	878

	11.
	Hillingdon
	873

	12.
	Hounslow
	866

	13.
	Ealing
	846

	14. 
	Waltham Forest
	793

	15.
	Barnet
	719

	16.
	Westminster
	696

	17.
	Camden
	677

	18.
	Hackney
	649

	19.
	Bexley
	643

	20.
	Sutton
	581

	21.
	Brent
	511

	22.
	Tower Hamlets
	399

	23.
	Newham
	384

	24.
	Barking & Dagenham
	376

	25.
	Enfield
	363

	26.
	Lewisham
	349

	27.
	Redbridge
	335

	28.
	Merton
	321

	29.
	Harrow
	309

	30.
	Bromley
	264

	
	Richmond-upon-Thames
	264

	32.
	Havering
	255

	33.
	Kingston-upon-Thames
	226


(London Mean = 655 referrals per 10,000 children). 

Rates of Children Subject to Child Protection Enquiries

2.9
The decision to initiate child protection enquiries is a significant one in terms of the debate around effective thresholds of intervention. First, the decision is a multi-agency one always involving social services and the police and often other key agencies involved with specific children. Secondly, the rate of enquiries in an area will likely reflect a number of issues such as the availability of alternative family support resources, recent local history and high levels of family need associated with high levels of poverty-related stress, alcohol and drug misuse or domestic violence referrals and mental illness rates amongst adults. 

2.10
Table 2 clearly shows that there is no reliable consistency around thresholds for child protection enquiries in London. Notwithstanding the figures relate to a period prior to the launch of the London Child Protection procedures in November 2003, the performance measured here is that subject to national guidance contained in “Working Together to Safeguard Children” issued by Government ministries in 1999. 

2.11
Were the London procedures and/or national guidance to produce consistent performance across London, the expected result would be differential rates of registration which could be explained in terms of the factors indicated in paragraph 2.9 above. The variance, however, is not that which can be explained simply in these terms. This would suggest that local factors around style of management and inter-agency partnership working will bear heavily upon the decision to determine whether a child is vulnerable, in need or in need of protection.     

Table 2- Rates of Children per 10,000 population subject to child protection enquiries in London, 2002-03

	1.
	City of London 
	260

	2.
	Kensington & Chelsea
	111

	3. 
	Westminster
	106

	4.
	Haringey
	104

	5.
	Lambeth
	94

	6.
	Camden
	82

	7.
	Hounslow
	77

	8.
	Brent
	75

	9.
	Southwark
	73

	10.
	Hillingdon
	68

	11.
	Wandsworth
	67

	12.
	Hammersmith & Fulham
	64

	13.
	Barking & Dagenham
	61

	14.
	Bexley
	52

	15.
	Ealing
	51

	16.
	Harrow
	45

	17.
	Lewisham
	44

	18.
	Merton
	43

	19.
	Redbridge
	40

	20.
	Greenwich
	39

	21.
	Barnet
	38

	22.
	Richmond-upon-Thames
	34

	23.
	Hackney
	32

	24.
	Islington
	25

	
	Tower Hamlets
	25

	26.
	Croydon
	24

	
	Enfield
	24

	28. 
	Kingston-upon-Thames
	20

	29.
	Havering
	19

	
	Sutton
	19

	31.
	Waltham Forest
	17

	32. 
	Newham
	13

	33.
	Bromley
	12


(London Mean = 48 enquiries per 10,000 children). 

2.12
City of London figures are related to small numbers and therefore have less statistical relevance for the purposes of this report. However, the range of rates of child protection enquiries across London stretched from 12 to 260 children per 10,000 and to 111 if City figures are not included. 

2.13
There were again significant exceptions to anything like a close relationship between indices of socio-economic deprivation and rates of enquiries; Newham, Waltham Forest, Tower Hamlets, Islington and Hackney were all well below the London average for rates of child protection enquiries taking place. Whilst some of these boroughs may seek actively to divert energy into earlier intervention with families in need, the result is a likely geographical imbalance in the sorts of work to be undertaken by universal and specialist services upon implementation of the Children Act 2004 in the capital.  

2.14
The norm from tables 1 and 2 was that where there was a high rate of referral, there was also a relatively high rate of child protection enquiries. However, some authorities bucked this trend so that no consistent pattern could be relied upon. 

Child Protection Conference Decision-Making

2.15
A further indication of thresholds across London can be gleaned from the rates of children who were subject to an initial child protection conference following the conclusion of child protection enquiries, but who were then not subject to registration. Good practice would imply that a conference would register most children or else the net would have been cast too wide around children in need but that some children would have been subject of analysis and debate at conference to the point that local networks had been able to identify alternatives for them.  The England average was that 19% of children were not registered at initial child protection conference and this was indeed the London average also. 
2.16
However, there was a gain a range of evidence submitted around 2002-03 performance across London in respect of this issue. This stretched from 0% of children not registered in Kingston-upon-Thames to 44% of children subject to conference but not registered in Kensington & Chelsea.

2.17
Neither end of this spectrum is necessarily more right than the other but the pointer is again towards inconsistent positions around decision-making in London. 

Rates of Registration on London Child Protection Registers

2.18
The clearest means of identifying differential London practices in respect of child protection thresholds is to study table 3 relating to rates of children whose names were placed on London child protection registers at 31 March 2003. 

2.19
At this time, the mean position for London was that 29 children per 10,000 children in the population of the capital were placed on a child protection register and therefore had a specific protection plan. This was higher than the national average for London. 

2.20
A considerable range in rate existed in London and this was again not entirely explicable through objective known factors about local child populations. Some boroughs with low rates of child protection enquiries had much higher rates of children’s names placed on their registers. A small number of boroughs, largely concentrated in densely populated high demand areas were significantly higher around registration rates than other authorities but such areas were not always found as highest registering authorities. 

Table 3- Rates of Children placed on Child Protection Registers as at 31 March 2003 

	1. 
	Camden
	68

	2. 
	Islington
	65

	3.
	Greenwich
	54

	
	Hammersmith & Fulham
	54

	5.
	Haringey
	53

	6.
	Southwark
	48

	7.
	Newham
	45

	8.
	Wandsworth
	42

	9.
	Westminster
	36

	10.
	Brent
	33

	
	Waltham Forest
	33

	12.
	Barking & Dagenham
	30

	
	Lambeth
	30

	14.
	Hackney
	28

	
	Lewisham
	28

	16.
	Merton
	24

	17.
	Ealing
	23

	
	Hounslow
	23

	
	Kensington & Chelsea
	23

	20.
	Hillingdon
	21

	
	Tower Hamlets
	21

	22.
	Bexley
	22

	23.
	Barnet
	19

	24.
	Bromley
	18

	25.
	Havering
	17

	26.
	Croydon
	14

	
	Redbridge
	14

	28.
	Harrow
	13

	
	Kingston-upon-Thames
	13

	
	Richmond-upon-Thames
	13

	31.
	Enfield
	11

	
	Sutton
	11

	33.
	City of London
	0


2.21
Some boroughs with reported low rates of child protection enquiries nevertheless managed to have high rates of actual registration, suggesting in those boroughs that most enquiries reach registration and that once registered, there is little de-registration activity. 

2.22
Five or six boroughs reported rates of use of the child protection register per child head of population, which were very much higher than the London average position. Seven or eight boroughs reported markedly low levels of registration activity in contrast. 

3. A Way Forward

3.1 Relatively little research has been undertaken in this area. One small-scale study across England and Wales was carried out for the Department of health in 2001 and sought to establish background factors behind differential thresholds in child protection work. This identified availability of family support resources and effective inter-agency commissioning and joint working as being most marked in boroughs or counties with lower levels of registration. More pronounced however was the style of management of the local social services department, often shared by other partner agencies in education and health services. Where there was an emphasis upon procedure and individual accountability, registration rates were likely to be higher whereas in authorities where greater tangible emphasis was placed on the autonomous role of practitioners, rates of registration were lower. Local history, particularly the holding of a recent serious case review was also often cited as a factor in authorities where registration rates were higher.

3.2 In redesigning children’s services for the future across London, it is important that thresholds should be understood and if possible made as consistent in operation as possible. To fail to do so will continue to leave widely differential approaches to the work of protecting children in place. This has been a particular frustration for agencies serving more than one borough in the past.  

3.3 It is difficult to be completely clear about the means to achieve such an outcome for London as a whole and there will exist different views about the usefulness or otherwise of early intervention and preventative work carried out with children subject to a formal protection plan. Nonetheless it should be a key element of LCPC activity during 2005-06 to seek to address not merely common procedures and training but to move towards common thresholds in practice. 

3.4 This can only be achieved in concert with local Safeguarding Boards and Area Child Protection Committees. A way forward would be to issue a questionnaire against the factors identified in the DH commissioned research to understand London issues better in the first instance. Thereafter, the LCPC work could seek to build on the ISA/IRT submissions around thresholds in London authorities to develop clearer pan London agreement about thresholds. 

3.5 Any of the above would need from the outset to acknowledge the limitation that where thresholds are in place because of an absence of resources in one authority, these are unlikely to change. However, the work would enable an improved London understanding of its thresholds at its minimum and an improvement in consistency across London authorities at its greatest.

3.6 A useful ste in this work might be for LCPC to host a London-wide seminar based around the notion of thresholds to enable discussion about differential thresholds, the factors therein and key factors to be taken into account when planning new children’s services designs further to the Children Act 2004. 

3.7 An alternative would be to seek to build this work on a sub-regional basis with focus upon one sector of London in the first instance and then develop from there the focus on thresholds. Existing groups of police and social services managers meeting on a sub-regional basis might be the most useful vehicle for taking forward this work. 

3.8 Given the importance of thresholds in redesigning children’s services between now and 2008, the LCPC would be likely to find a considerable range of interest in this issue across all agencies involved in current child protection practices. 

David Derbyshire

Development Manager

London Child Protection Committee

19 November 2004
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