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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

This is the first time we as an organisation have had involvement in the consultation process for proposals around the issue of children and we welcome the chance to do so. As an independent women’s refuge group providing emergency refuge accommodation and support services to women and children homeless as a result of Domestic Violence, for the past thirty years, our aim is to provide an environment where children and their mums can play together, explore new things, and build relationships with encouragement and support. We would like to state that women’s refuges are the only organisations that provide direct support to children that, are often the silent victims of Domestic Violence, and this is only if the mother comes into a refuge. This legislation it is hoped will help us develop our services by removing some of the barriers to inter agency working. 

1.  How can we improve support for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, building on the 

      work of the children’s panel?

The human rights of these children should be respected and The Children Act should apply to all unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. They should have universal access to all services, and issues of race, culture and customs need to be fully considered. There also needs to be full consideration of who has parental responsibility for them.

2. How can we ensure that serious welfare concerns are appropriately dealt with alongside      

     criminal proceedings?

Earlier intervention with regard to, any concerns being identified and dealt with in the first instance. This does however mean that there needs to be clear guidelines for intervention. When serious offences are occurring, welfare issues are not always investigated and taken into account. It is felt that there needs to be’ follow up’ on parents with children who have anti social behaviour, in the form of education for the parents through such agencies as Family centres.  Enforcement of parental skills training attached to any sentence. 

4. How can good quality decision-making by social services in relation to achieving permanence     

    for children for whom they are responsible best be achieved?

There are assumptions made with regard to looked after children, this needs to be addressed. In relation to children who are living in a refuge they are perceived as not in need, and often the responsibility of the child becomes the refuge’s. It is suggested that children who are living in refuge accommodation can also have access to assessment. It is felt that more consultation is requested on this issue.

6. How can Local authorities, working with the Voluntary, community and private sectors, 

    develop a range of specialist parenting services?    

Above all to recognise the specialism that already exists with in these sectors, support and encourage that specialism. Access to a database, updated directory of services available. Analyse funding restrictions regarding who can access services, this in itself causes barriers to access. The Haven  has refuges around Wolverhampton and at times our women can not access the service because they live in the hostel and often do not fit the criteria required e.g.; living in an identified deprived area, access therefore should be based on the child’s environment and need, and not area.  

7. Working with local authorities and other existing providers, what steps should the  

    Government take to make home visiting service more widely available?

There should be some discussion on assessment of environment and not what area the child has moved to. It has been identified that many services are withdrawn to early, and that if resources are stretched the implementation of a second stage, which would offer support when urgently needed. When women are re-housed and leave refuge life the services they may have been receiving is withdrawn because the area they have moved to does not provide the required service; e.g.; Sure Start.  More resources are needed. There needs to better links to other agencies which enable joint working, this links to information sharing across boundaries. Better signposting and increased family aids. There needs to be some clarity on the purpose and aims of home visits.

9. What more could be done to improve services for children and families of offenders?

Children and families that are penalised for not sending children to school has a particular effect on the families of the Haven, many children from secondary education are excluded from school on the basis of there is no catchment area, when a child moves their home it is expected that the child can continue their education at the same school, this does not take into account the danger that child may face if the families perpetrator arrives at the school. It is particularly difficult and time consuming due to no available places, thus causing problems of what is termed truancy. It is felt that there should be access to Education programmes for the parents. More resources are needed to enable service providers to get the job done and support legislation. There should be more of a  focus on prevention rather than cure. There is little impact on the offender unless the parents role is challenged, there needs to be a change in the parents behaviour to break the cycle. It appears there is no current work being done with families in relation to this.

10. What currently gets in the way of information-sharing and how can we remove some of the 

     barriers?

The perception of the Voluntary and community sector as non-professional bodies needs to be challenged. Often statutory agencies do not perceive voluntary sector agencies as   having professional status with regard to specialist workers. Therefore issues of confidentiality arise often as a barrier to information sharing, there needs to be clear guidelines on who can be contacted and information given to. Regular meeting/reviews with other agencies i.e.; to discuss issues concerning children, to enable this to happen there must be government direction given to support this development. There must be easier ways to access key information. There needs to be direction given to statutory bodies requiring them to information share with agencies such as the Haven.

11. What should the thresholds and triggers be for sharing information about a child?

There should be standards used by all agencies, mechanisms put into place. Facts on the parents/carers and children’s backgrounds documented for all agencies with a view to being informed as to what agencies have previously been involved.  This documentation should  include known behaviour, events that should be recorded as triggers and this information shared. Agencies need a clear document on who is also currently working with them and what service is currently being offered. This will also prevent duplication. 

12. Should information on parents and carers, such as Domestic Violence, imprisonment, mental 

     health or drug problems, be shared?

It is felt this information should be shared, but should not be used as a tool for stigmatising. It is going to be important to consult on how to go about this. There needs to be a good understanding of the relevance to this knowledge therefore good understanding on the issues of, e.g.; Domestic Violence and its impact on children’s lives. Women’s refuges are the only organisations that provide direct support to children. These children are often the silent victims of Domestic Violence. The children’s behaviour and family dynamics understood in terms of what is happening in their lives with regard to Domestic Violence, or their mother’s mental health. 

14. How can we ensure that no children slip through the system?

Devising a tracking system of some sort, consultation required on this matter. IT database available to organisations registered to use it. There needs to be guidelines for organisations to enter information onto the database. Access to this information needs to cross boundaries is critical.

15. What issues might stand in the way of effective information transfer across local authority 

      boundaries?  

Children from travelling families, children whose mothers repeatedly return to hostel accommodation in different areas. Agencies not willing to share information with voluntary sector. Prevention of acquiring direct access to information when the child arrives at the Haven.

16. Should a unique identifying number be used?

There is an unsure response to this question mostly regarding the labelling of children, and a concern that the full understanding of family issues such as Domestic Violence may not be fully understood. 

19. How can we encourage better integration of funding for support services for children and 

      young people?

Ensure money reaches the right places. A barrier to better integration is that children have to be categorised into boxes, e.g.: living in deprived area, and therefore there are conditions attached that exclude children and young people who need support services. The Haven children and young people have needs that can not be met due to them being categorised as being supported by the Haven, additional support is needed from other agencies to meet their needs but can not be accessed.  It is worth re-iterating that women’s refuges are the only organisations that provide direct support to children that are effected by Domestic Violence, and this is only if their mothers come into the refuge.

20. Should all authorities and other relevant local agencies have a duty to promote the well-being  

      of children?

Without a doubt everyone has a duty to promote the well-being of children. All relevant agencies have a duty to fact find and gain knowledge to meet the needs of children. There needs to be a clear definition of ‘duty’ for example the Children Act states that social services ‘has a duty to assist and offer advise and help’ this is open to interpretation, this can range from someone giving contact numbers to a  women attempting to escape Domestic Violence on where she can get help to someone finding actual contact with another agency to find accommodation. Therefore a clear definition of the term ‘duty’. There is however a recognition that stating that everyone has a duty will stretch services and resources..

  26. What are the priorities that the workforce reform strategy should tackle to improve 

         recruitment, retention and incentives for those working with children?  

Encouragement and acceptance of continuous development. Identified and defined career path. Recognising its importance. Childcare workers want the recognition that teachers have, with regard to the value of their work. Support to further their knowledge.

27.    Should all those working with children share a common core of skills and knowledge?                                                                                                    

While it is important to have common core skills when working with children, basic knowledge which is essential to the role of interacting with children professionally, child development knowledge, an intellectual understanding of children, child psychology, and issues around family dynamics, and Domestic Violence issues is felt as also essential. However there needs to be an acceptance that professional development should not be enforced, there are individuals who feel they just want to get on with the job of working with the children. 

28. Should there be a common qualifications structure for all those in key roles working with 

       children? If so, which role should it cover?     

There should be a baseline of qualifications, set minimum standard for good working practice although this should not be a barrier to entering this work environment.  
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