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Factsheet: Child Protection
The information below provides answers to some common questions journalists and others have when covering stories about child protection. It has been prepared to provide background to the issues surrounding child protection, how social work services across Scotland commonly approach such cases and how decisions made by social workers and other professionals are predicated on placing a child’s best interests to the fore.

Q: How many children are ‘looked after’ in Scotland? 
‘Looked after’ means children who are subject to a supervision requirement and living at home or with relatives, or placed with foster carers or in a care home.

· At 31 March 2008 there were 14,886 children looked after by local authorities, an increase of six per cent since 2007. The number of children looked after has increased every year since 2001, and is at its highest since 1983. 

· At 31 March 2008, forty three per cent of children looked after were placed at home with parents, and sixteen per cent were looked after by friends or relatives. Twenty nine per cent were looked after by foster carers. Eleven per cent were in residential accommodation. 

Q: Under what circumstances might a child be removed from their family?

A: Social workers alone cannot decide to remove a child from their family, unless there is an emergency situation (see below). A comprehensive assessment will be made and draw upon information from other key agencies, in particular health, education and police.

A social work assessment takes account of the risks and protective factors in relation to both the child's short- and long-term needs before recommending removal of a child. If an assessment recommends removal a Children’s Hearing will decide the most appropriate placement for the child. The Hearing will consider the views of relevant professionals but also those of the child and family.
Placing a child away from their birth family can have significant impact on a child’s development but, equally, a harmful environment, neglect or emotional abuse also adversely impact children’s development, safety and life chances. It is a core task for social workers to weigh up the positive and negative factors to assess risk and need.

Q: Is there a minimum period before a child will be removed from its family?

Children may be removed from home on an emergency basis on the assessment of a social worker and/or police officer, if there is an imminent risk of significant harm. 
Beyond emergency situations, a full assessment must take place (outlined above). An important element of intervention in a family’s life is to keep under review the child’s circumstances in order that day-to-day decisions about a child’s safety can be made and appropriate action taken as necessary.
Q: Are there minimum standards of security, hygiene, nutrition, etc., that social workers use to assess whether or not a child should be removed?

There will always be a minimum standard below which is it not possible for a child to remain safely at home, however, this will vary according to the child’s age – the younger the child, the more dependent and therefore vulnerable they are.  Social work staff are trained to recognise changes or behaviours that may indicate that the child or young person needs help.  These can include:

• 
the appearance of the child or young person (e.g. dressed inappropriately for the weather, hungry, unkempt)

• 
the mood of the child or young person (e.g. a change of mood, unusually withdrawn, aggressive or emotionally fragile)

• 
changes in the way the child or young person works or plays, or changes in their relationships with peers or teachers

• 
an unexplained, but significantly different pattern of attendance or attainment from the usual

• 
a child or young person using sexual language or behaviour that is age inappropriate 

• 
a young person sexually involved with much older people

• 
something the child or young person says or chooses to confide

• 
unexplained bruising or other injuries

Q: Can a child easily be returned to their family once removed?

A: Decisions about a child’s return home will usually be made by a Children’s Hearing, again taking into account the views of social services, other agencies involved and the child and family.

A return home will always be part of the review of a child’s circumstances.  If possible and appropriate, family contact will be encouraged and supported. Planning for permanent care arrangements is critical to children’s long-term success.  This may be permanence at home with their birth family with necessary supports, or it may be a permanent placement with alternative carers.  
Q: How often will a social worker visit a family where children are deemed ‘at risk’ in the home?

A: A child who is assessed as being at risk will be the subject of a multi-agency (in particular health, education and police) child protection plan, which will specify what needs to happen, who needs to make it happen and by when in order to keep the child safe.  This plan will include the frequency of visits by the key staff involved.
Q: Why can’t children stay with extended family?
A: For many children, extended families (for example, aunts and uncles or grandparents) play a key role in providing a safe alternative to foster care or residential care.  16% of children who are ‘looked after’ are placed with extended family and these placements are known as ‘kinship care’.
Unless children are considered to be at serious risk at home, the first consideration would usually be to support the parents in caring safely and appropriately for their child.  If these support services are not sufficient to ensure the child’s safety, consideration would normally be given to placing the child with members of the extended family.  However, this is not always possible; perhaps relatives are unwilling or unable through disability or other commitments; perhaps they have difficulties of their own and are unable to provide the level of safety that is necessary.  In these circumstances, a foster care placement may be sought.
Q: What does foster care involve?
A: There are different types of foster care depending on the needs of both the child and their family. These include short-term care for just a few days or weeks, to long-term placements, as well as care for disabled children.

Q: What is child abuse and neglect?
A: In general terms, action or inaction which significantly impacts on a child’s positive development can be defined as abusive.  Abuse can be physical (hitting, biting, kicking, depriving of food, warmth, etc.), sexual (including inappropriate language or witnessing of sexual acts) or emotional (hostility, undermining, verbal abuse, threats, terrorising, etc). It may be acute or involve a long-term pattern of neglect  and repeated harm. Often children are abused in more than one way.

In addition, other important categories of abuse include: 
· organised abuse, for example, child victims of prostitution or paedophile rings; 

· fabrication or induction of illness in a child by a parent or carer; 

· damage to unborn babies, for example, through maternal abuse of alcohol or drugs; 

· domestic abuse, which causes physical or emotional harm to children; 

· children affected by parental drug abuse; 

· racial abuse; 

· female genital mutilation (circumcision); 

· forced marriage; and 

· children who need protecting from harming themselves, through self inflicted injuries or reckless behaviour.

Q: What happens if a member of the public expresses concern about a child’s wellbeing? Can people be anonymous in this process?

A:  If you see behaviour that is of concern, or if a child or young person tells you something, you need to take them seriously, do something about it, and speak to someone. This could be a teacher, a doctor, a health visitor, a social worker, a police officer or nursery staff.

To ensure a child gets the best possible help:

· give as much information as you can about the child or young person and their family/carer; 

· describe what it was that you saw or heard and what it was that concerned you; 

· let the person know if there are other things they should be aware of, for example, immediate risks for the child or any other child.

Any information about you will be treated with care. Any details, including your name, will not be revealed unless the child's safety requires it.

Even if you do not give your name, enquiries can still be made into the child's care and welfare, however, withholding your name may make it more difficult for those looking into these concerns.

Any information you give may need to be shared with other professionals to ensure appropriate action is taken to protect the child.

Q; What will happen to the child or young person and their family?

A: When you contact a professional about your concern, unless the child is in immediate danger, they will make some initial enquiries before taking action. They will check whether the child is known and what information is held. All information will be treated seriously and acted upon. This may lead to immediate action or a more planned response.

Following enquiries, professionals may, for example:

· take immediate action to secure the safety of the child; 

· provide support, help or advice to the family; 

· provide a service to the child or family (for example help with childcare) and, where necessary, make a referral to another agency; 

· conduct a formal police enquiry; 

Q: What is the “Child Protection Register”?

A: This is a list of names of children who are considered to be at significant risk of harm and for whom a multi-agency child protection plan is necessary to co-ordinate support and protection services.  Information about children whose name is placed on the Child Protection Register is shared with staff from relevant agencies - in particular health, education and police - to ensure that everyone knows that additional supports are required to help keep the child safe.  A child’s name is removed from the Child Protection Register if circumstances have changed to the extent that they are no longer considered to be at significant risk of harm.

Q: How many children in Scotland are registered as being at significant risk of harm?

A: As at 31 March 2008, there were 2,437 children on Child Protection Registers, a decrease of 6% compared with the previous year. A similar number of boys and girls were on child protection registers, and 83% of children were under the age of 11 years old (including babies as yet unborn). 

At 31 March 2008, 48% of all children on local child protection registers were registered because of physical neglect (down 1 percentage point compared with the previous year), 23% because of emotional abuse (up 5 percentage points compared with the previous year), 21% because of physical injury (down 2 percentage points compared with the previous year) and 7% because of sexual abuse (down 2 percentage points compared with the previous year).

Twenty-six per cent of all de-registrations from child protection registers were because of an improved home situation. A further 13% were because the child was taken into care and risk reduced, 7% were because the child was with other carers, 4% were because the perpetrator was removed, and 5% were because the child moved away and there was no continued risk or the child was transferred to another local authority. The remaining 45% were because of an 'other' reduced risk.

Q: How long can a child’s name remain on the “Child Protection Register”? 
A: The length of time a child’s name will remain on the Child Protection Register is dependent on the degree to which the identified risk is reduced.  There is no time limit.  However, if the level of risk does not reduce within a reasonable timescale, consideration must be given to the impact on the child of living in an environment of constant risk.  Child protection plans for children on the Child Protection Register are reviewed regularly and adjustments made to the required actions.  The objective of intervention is always to reduce the level of risk.  If the risks are not reduced, despite the supports provided, consideration must be given to whether the child’s safety and longer term development require removal from home.  
