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ADCS President’s speech to NCASC 

Final – for publication (check against delivery) 

Perfect storm, Raging hurricane 

Or, the Law of Unintended Consequences 

Colleagues, what a pleasure it is to be beside the seaside 

As I had my morning run on the beach, I did wonder whether or not to do a 
Forest Gump and just keep on running, but, as you can see, I decided not to. 
Instead I watched the weather coming in across the sea, wondering if a storm 
was brewing and then I thought of you colleagues, of all of us in local 
government, caught in the maelstrom of a perfect storm... 

• This Perfect storm of New demands, new expectations of standards, 
new duties and new ways of working all of which require new ways of 
distributing resources to best meet the changing needs of our local 
populations. This has the potential to become a raging hurricane.  

• We hear a lot about the country’s ageing population, but the last decade 
has seen a real shift as more children are born. This will not have come 
as a surprise to those of us struggling to ensure there are sufficient free 
nursery places for two to four year olds from April 2013.  We are already 
experiencing a severe shortage in primary school places in many areas. 
By half way through the next spending review, the 5 year olds that local 
authorities are currently struggling to find reception class places for will 
be looking for secondary school places. That means we need to start 
thinking about how we are going to provide those places, and where, 
now. A strategic and well-planned investment in school buildings now 
could stave off crisis later.  

• So that is a known pressure – we can see the bulge on the population 
graph creeping ever forwards. But there are some unknown pressures. 
We do not yet know the full impact of the welfare reforms, but changes 
to housing benefit may well prompt significant numbers of families to 
move out of expensive areas. Increased mobility undermines stability 
making it more difficult to succeed at school whilst potentially 
increasing pressure on already stretched statutory budgets.  

• I am not a fatalist. I do not believe that a rise in population, or increased 
deprivation inevitably means more children needing protection, or 
coming into care. I believe local services can, and do, turn around the 
lives of children and families so that they can fulfil their potential by 
themselves. I will talk further about the existing pressures on child 
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protection services in a moment, but I want to state now, unequivocally, 
early intervention works, but is not and never was a quick fix. It takes 
time to develop the services, the workforce and the culture that is willing 
and able to manage risks to children without the direct involvement of 
specialist services until it is really necessary. 

• Perhaps the most important message here is that the changes in 
demand and demography are different in different places, so funding to 
meet these needs must be sufficiently flexible to allow local authorities 
to tackle these increases as they arise. 

• It is not just the volume of work that is increasing. Communities rightly 
have greater expectations of the quality of services provided, whether it 
is services for those with special educational needs, or in children’s 
homes or experiencing the family justice system ...but improvements 
come at a price and take time to implement .The SEN proposals are a 
particular case in point, as they increase what parents expect the 
system to provide, without any realistic prospect of controlling the costs 
of such provision 

• The perfect storm of  Raised expectations in the collective mind of the 
public re: quality and availability  of public services but insufficient 
resource to meet raised expectations leaves local government as 
rationer in chief making sense of the interdependencies between the 
plethora of reforms and identifying and mitigating the unintended 
consequences. We are facing a  maelstrom of reforms to public services 
which collectively lead to conflicting incentives...be it round 
adoption/SEN /Safeguarding /School reform  

• We are of course used to this in local government, being expert in 
finding ways to meet our statutory duties. We are resilient in the face of 
'perpetual motion' confronted as we are by massive structural 
transformation, policy change and financial downsizing. We manage 
because we are flexible, keeping our fingers on the pulse of our local 
communities and pre-empting and responding to local needs as they 
arise. 

• The most recent Comprehensive Spending Review has not lived up to 
its early promise of supporting local decisions for local people.  While 
the unringfenced Early Intervention Grant signalled a real recognition of 
the benefits of this work, both to families and to the public purse, 
turbulence elsewhere, in the funding of schools and early years 
provision, the search for new funding models for school improvement 
and youth services and the introduction of payment by results in some 
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areas of policy threatens to undermine the most well-planned strategic 
decision-making. There are of course threats to to the Early Intervention 
Grant which will from next year no longer appear as a separate non ring 
fenced grant and which has, been topsliced for as yet unidentified 
projects. I was however heartened to hear the Minister David Laws say 
yesterday that it is “not true to say that early intervention funding is 
reducing”. 

• A cross-party commitment to early intervention, which seemed so close 
at the beginning of this parliament, should be the driving force behind 
the next spending review. The core principles of the funding of public 
services must be that funding follows need and that spending on 
prevention now is better than spending in a crisis later. Children’s 
services are facing all of these changes over the next few years and we 
argue funding arrangements must take that into account. 

 

   I would like to move on and talk to you about safeguarding pressures in 
particular 

• Safeguarding Pressures P3 – published in full here today at this 
conference. It contains some powerful messages colleagues. Messages 
for us in local government about what we must do better; messages for 
central government, really difficult messages about the unintended 
consequence that may result as a direct result of the expansive reforms 
to public services 

• Since the tragic death of Peter Connelly hit the headlines, there has 
been increasing demand for child protection and care services at a 
national level. That is nothing new. 

• The figures published by the Department for Education showed that the 
population of looked after children is now the largest since the 1990s. 
But that figure hides a wide variation in the pressures being felt by 
different local authorities, as this ADCS research shows. In some 
authorities referrals have continued to rise dramatically, while others 
have seen them fall by a third.  

• Neglect remains the largest category for child protection plans and 
reasons for entering care, and interviews reveal concern about the rise 
in domestic violence. There is an increase too in the use of “multiple” 
reasons, suggesting cases are getting more complex.   
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• Interestingly both those who have seen an increase and those who have 
seen a decrease attribute the change to early intervention – those 
seeing an increase suggest early help services are uncovering unmet 
need, while those who have seen a decrease say that early help services 
are helping to support families so that they don’t need specialist 
protection services.   

• It is too early to tell if early intervention is having the effect we need it to. 
As I said earlier, early help is not a magic bullet or a quick fix.   

• Of course, early help and child protection services are only one half of 
the system. The child’s journey does not stop once care proceedings 
are over. Indeed our research shows that the time taken to find a 
permanent placement is affected by decisions taken the moment a child 
comes into care. Those for whom adoption is identified within 6 months 
of entry spend less than two years in care, any longer and it is more 
likely that they will be in care for 2-3 years at least.   

• Residence orders and Special Guardianship offer alternatives to 
adoption and for this group over three quarters are placed within two 
years.  We know that sibling groups, older children and ethnic minorities 
take longer to be adopted, but our research shows that these alternative 
routes offer the chance of a permanent home quickly to those who are 
otherwise hard to place.  

• There is an important message here – the decisions we take on behalf of 
these vulnerable children can shape the rest of their lives. There is no 
greater responsibility.  

• But some factors are out of our control – the research also shows that 
the most common reason for attempts at adoption reversed was the lack 
of suitable adopters. The effort to recruit and retain adopters for those 
children who wait longest must be a national priority.  

• We must not forget those children and young people who will not return 
to their families, nor find a new permanent home, but will remain in 
placements for the rest of their childhoods.  

• One of the things that I am passionate about is the principle of 
right place, right time, right child in the provision of care for 
vulnerable children and young people. I am not convinced that 
our current model of residential care, in particular, is getting this 
right. We should not be restricted by the places that the market 
offers us but seek to shape the placements available to meet 
particular needs.  
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• To help us kick our obsession with the physical setting, with 
children’s homes sited in properties bought up by private equity 
in areas of the country where housing stock is cheap, we need to 
be brave  
 

• This means a more flexible model and us designing provision 
around the needs of the individual child: it means creating a team 
around the child, a team that moves and develops as the child’s 
needs change.  

 

• Over the summer, Directors of Children’s Services have been 
considering the key priorities for improving the care system. Our 
discussions have  identified three key areas that will be the focus 
of further work over the coming months: 

 

• Services for adolescents, how we can help those who come 
into care as teenagers to acheive more positive outcomes; 

 

• Kinship care, how we can make better use of the valuable 
resource of extended families to provide stable placements;  

 

• Securing placement stability, making sure that the right 
placement, for the right child lasts as long as possible, giving 
them the stabliltiy that they so desperately need. 

 

• Watch this space, there is more to come from us on this. 
 

 
 
  Now turning to Schools-another area of policy that is ripe with unintended 
consequences 

 
• As schools become more autonomous, Directors are forging new 

relationships with head teachers and governors, of maintained schools 
and academies, based on trust and respect for each others’ expertise. 
There are innovative new partnerships supporting co-operation in 
strategic planning, school improvement, alternative provision and 
support for vulnerable children.  

• But now another set of inter-dependencies appears over the horizon, 
requiring new partnerships and more co-operation between schools, 
local and national government.  
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• The raising of the school leaving age and reforms to GCSEs, to A-Levels 
and to vocational qualifications offer the chance to build a coherent, 
equitable and world class education system. But if they are not 
implemented with due care, they may spell disaster for whole cohorts of 
young people caught up in the changes.  

• Keeping things as they are is not an option. But perpetual change in the 
education system does no-one any favours. If we must have wholesale 
reform, let’s build a consensus of experts, politicians, parents and 
young people so that we are not here again in ten years time.  

• The changes proposed are radical, but are they radical enough? There 
are some fundamental questions raised by the proposals that we must 
address if this is to be lasting and sustained reform.  

• We must ensure equal status of academic and vocational 
qualifications and ensure the system offers all young people a 
qualification that opens doors for them in the future.  

• We must consider the effect of the raising of the participation age 
and whether 16 is the right age for public examinations at all. 

• We must consider the transition and those young people working for 
GSCEs for the next few years, and what reassurance the system can 
offer them that they are not pursuing “worthless” examinations.  This 
very issue was flagged yesterday with the Schools Minister David 
Laws; there was recognition that it is vital that the GCSE currency is 
not de-valued during the transition to the new world 

• Finally, we must consider how using exam results as a key 
accountability mechanism for schools has distorted our education 
system too far towards teaching to the test and away from the true 
value of learning. Can we devise a system that holds schools to 
account for achieving the best outcomes for every child, whatever 
their needs, rather than one based on floor standards that rejects 
those below the floor as failures? 

• There are some real challenges ahead, and there will need to be real 
leadership locally and nationally, to ensure that children and young 
people, their futures and their experiences stay at the forefront of 
decision-making at all times. 
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Sector-led improvement 

• There are always buoys in the sea, bobbing around as the storms rage, 
marking the way for seafarers. I sometimes feel like that as the Chair of 
the Children’s Improvement Board. As we face the raft of changes that I 
have outlined, we must acknowledge that we are heading into uncharted 
waters. We do not have a map, but only the collective wisdom of 
colleagues in the sector to navigate us through this storm. 

• The experiences of individual local authorities will vary as we try out 
ideas and explore new opportunities. This variation offers us an 
unparalleled opportunity to learn about what works and what doesn’t. 
The Children’s Improvement Board will be at the heart of sharing this 
learning. 

•  This variation poses a challenge too to the inspectorates as they shape 
the new multi-agency inspection regime for child protection and reform 
inspection of services for looked after children. The framework must be 
flexible enough to accommodate the variety of measures taken locally to 
tackle problems with no fixed answers.  

• While we will seek to spot the problems early, to identify decline before 
it happens, nevertheless, there will still be those authorities who find 
themselves in the maelstrom of service failure. CIB will be there too, 
sending out the lifeboats of peer support and challenge to bring you 
back above the waves.     

• And whilst we’re doing all of this colleagues we must retain our 
ambition at all costs for all our young people. As the storms rage around 
us we are in danger of being deafened. But there are voices that can, do, 
must ring out above the storm, loud and clear – the voices of the 
children and young people that we serve colleagues. I know that all of 
you are committed to doing all you can to ensure that their voices are 
heard locally and nationally but I wanted to leave you with this image of 
just one young man who just may...represent the future  

Thank you  

 

Cue video 

 

 


