Julie Dewhurst – 1805014
Keeping our Children Safe (SJIE5006)

The aim of this essay is to show a clear understanding of child protection procedures, demonstrate a critical understanding of current and potential future developments around child protection and look at strategies that promote the welfare of children and young people and those that do not.  It will also critically explore policy and practice within the context of education, childcare and within the family unit. 

This rationale will start by firstly explaining what is safeguarding, then it will briefly discuss four high profile child deaths in the United Kingdom.  It will look at the findings of the Lambing Report and two serious case reviews, it will follow on to mention the purpose of the UK governments green paper “Every Child Matters”.  The author then examines the increase in the number of counselling sessions Childline has received since March 2020, it follows on with the United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the Child and a report commissioned by UNICEF regarding the vulnerability of children online. It will briefly mention Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems.  The author will conclude by discussing the rational behind the subject matter of e-safety for the leaflet and finally critically evaluate the findings of the essay.
 
Safeguarding is everyone’s business.  “Nothing is more important than children’s welfare” (H M Government, 2018). Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children comprises of ensuring children’s mental and physical development are looked after, protecting against maltreatment, ensuring a child grows up in a safe and protected environment.  It is making sure all children have the best start in life.  Although parents and carers have the primary duty of care for their children, local authorities working in partnership with other organisations such as the local health board also have a significant role to play.  Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of a child comprises of ensuring there are no forces hindering a child’s mental and physical development, protecting against maltreatment, ensuring a child can grow up in a safe and protected environment.  Children may be vulnerable to abuse, neglect or exploitation from within their family unit or individuals they come across in their daily life.  These threats can come in the form of sexual, physical or emotional abuse.  It can be witnessing domestic abuse, neglect, controlling or coercive behaviour or exploitation by criminal groups. 

Victoria Climbie was aged eight when she died in February 2000, she was tortured to death by her great-aunt Marie Therese Koucao and her boyfriend Carl Manning.  Victoria’s parents left her in their care in the hope they would provide a better life for her in the UK.  On the 12th of January 2001 they were both convicted of her murder.  Before her death in the winter of 1999-2000 Victoria spent much of her time bound hand and foot, living and sleeping in an unheated bathroom lying in her own waste.  In 2003, the Laming Report, which was commissioned to investigate the circumstances behind Victoria’s death was published. It found in the weeks before her death a social worker called at the house on numerous occasions and when there was no answer assumed they had relocated.  During the twelve months prior to her death Victoria was known by two different housing authorities, four social services departments, two Metropolitan Police Services, various child protection teams, a specialist centre managed by the NSPCC and two different hospitals. Both times she was admitted to hospital there were suspicions of deliberate harm.  The Laming report described “the suffering and death of Victoria was a gross failure of the system” and “that the agencies with responsibility for Victoria gave a low priority to the task of protecting children” (Laming Report, 2008). 

As a direct result of the findings of the Laming Report (2003) the Green Paper “Every Child Matters” was commissioned and published by the UK government.  The paper whilst acknowledging children today have more opportunities than their previous counterparts realised, they were faced with new challenges.  These challenges include more single parent families, more women going out to paid employment and the risk of earlier exposure to drugs, alcohol and sexual activities. The paper advocated radical reform “to break down organisation boundaries” and proposed that local authorities were all brought together to facilitate this (Frost & Parton, 2009). 

In August 2007, seven years after the death of Victoria, Peter Connelly (Baby P) died at the age of 17 months old.  He was found in a blood-stained cot with more than fifty injuries.  Throughout his life he was visited over sixty times by social workers, police and health professionals.  During the month before he died Peter was seen by eight health professional and in days leading up to his death he was seen by a social worker and a paediatrician.  He was on the ‘child-protection, at risk register.  In 2008 his stepfather, his brother and Peter’s mother Tracey Connelly were convicted “of causing or allowing his death” (Department of Education, 2008). 

Following on from Baby P’s death two serious case reviews were ordered in 2008 and 2009 and published by the Department of Education in 2010.  The overview report was written by an independent author.  The report found that none of the professionals who saw Peter identified major concerns about his health and well-being.  The report conceded that the safeguarding structures across Haringey (where Baby P lived) did offer a “sound framework for the implementation of child protection procedures” but there was “scope for improving the detailed application of some processes”.  The review also established amongst other things there was a lack of urgency, insufficient concern about the child’s welfare and that the inventions “were not sufficiently authoritative by any agency”.  The panel concluded that Peter’s death “could and should have been prevented” (Department of Education, 2008). 

In 2010, the then Secretary of State for education Michael Gove, commissioned an independent review of child protection in England headed by Professor Eileen Munro (Department of Education, 2010).  The report found that especially in social work “over bureaucratisation is reducing the time workers spend with children and families” and an “over-standardised response” and an “excessively focused” approach to process rather than practice has had a detrimental effect on the welfare of children.  It concluded that lessons had not been learned from previous serious case reviews.  In 2012 a progress report again written by Professor Munro found that progress was being made but not fast enough, also that policy changes in other departments could have conflicting interests and therefore affect services to families negatively and inadequate funding was also an issue (Department of Education, 2012). 

In December 2017 two-year-old Dylan Tiffin-Brown was found dead at his father’s home during a drugs raid by police.  Four months later in the same council authority one year old Evelyn-Rose Muggleton was killed by her mother’s partner.  Child services were highly involved in both cases and an Ofsted visit in Autumn 2018 described the council’s social workers as “overwhelmed and drowning”.  The director of Northamptonshire's children services admitted that agencies failed to share vital information between one another (Northamptonshire Safeguarding Children Board, 2020). 


A contributing factor to the fresh challenge's children face as mentioned in The Laming Report is the internet.  Whilst the internet is an excellent educational and recreational tool for children, it also means they have potentially unrestricted access to information and people they would not normally encounter. Since March 2020, the United Kingdom has been in and out of a national and regional lockdown due to the global Covid-19 pandemic.  Since these guidelines were issued Childline has seen an increase of 11% in the numbers requesting counselling sessions about online sexual abuse, this has been an increase from an average of 207 sessions per month to 230.  Feeling lonely and isolated during the pandemic has meant children are seeking support and friendship online, often from people they have never met.  This has given online predators an excellent opportunity to target vulnerable children and young people (NSPCC Learning, 2020). 
Children who have used social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp for the first time during the pandemic to stay connected with friends and family have reported to Childline that they have been targeted by sexual predators.  Although the pandemic has highlighted the prevalence of online abuse, it is an issue young people and children may have to deal with the as their use of the internet increases. It is for this reason the author of this paper has designed a leaflet as a guide to online safety for parents, carers and teachers.  The leaflet comprises of the SMART rules for children, explains what digital well-being is, the importance of talking, tips for children on how to stay safe online, conversation starters for parents and some useful phone numbers and internet websites. 

In 2018 the Welsh Government produced an online safety action plan for children and young people in Wales.  This action plan acknowledged how the internet has revolutionised all our lives but realises the importance of keeping children and young people safe online.  The Welsh Government introduced Learning in Digital Wales (LiDW) for improving the use of digital technology for teaching and learning in modern society (Welsh Government, 2020). The underpinning principles of the Welsh Government’s action plan are constructed on The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  Article 19 incorporates not only a child’s right to be protected from violence, abuse and neglect in person but online as well (UNCRC, 2009). 

 A UNICEF investigation into the risks and opportunities for children on the internet highlights the positive effects being online can have on a child's mental health and well-being but it also calls attention to the risks.  The wider the range of online activities a child engages in the greater the chance of encountering risks (UNICEF, 2020). 

Children who are vulnerable offline are more likely to vulnerable online.  The investigation by UNICEF discovered children who experience violence, neglect, physical or sexual abuse at home or their wider community are more likely to be exposed to the risks of sexual solicitation online, but the report could not conclude as to why.  The report also found children who experience one kind of online risk are more likely to experiences others.  For example, a child being targeted online for sexual exploitation purposes are far more likely to post personal information or pictures online, participate in voluntary sexting or conversing with strangers online.  Both victims and the perpetrators of cyberbullying, for example are reported to having weaker offline social ties such as support from friends and family, higher rates of loneliness and lower psychological well-being.  The research conceded that there “is limited evidence on what can protect children from negative online experiences and harm”.  The report did suggest a child having positive relationships around them can act as a protection factor (UNICEF, 2020).  Children in families where there is more parental involvement and control over a child’s usage and interaction online are less likely to communicate with strangers online.  Four out of ten primary school aged pupils, with parents who do not monitor their internet behaviours, admitted to communicating with strangers online.  In secondary schools, a similar pattern can be observed, 57% of children whose parents do not take any interest in what the child does online admit to talking to strangers against 39% of pupils whose parents that do (Ofcom, 2014). 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory studies these complex positive and negative relationships.  These relationships and surrounding environment define a child’s development.  The microsystem comprises of a developing child’s immediate setting such as home, family and school.  The mesosystem consists of relationships a child may have within its most influential settings.  This still involves the family but encompasses broader areas such as school, friends, clubs and similar extra-curricular activities.  But it also includes interactions, for example, between a child’s parents and school.  A good relationship in this instance is going to have a positive effect on a child’s development.  These productive associations are reinforced when combined with the statistics from the aforementioned Ofcom report regarding positive parent/child relationships.

In the five years leading up to 2020 on average sixty-two children died each year as a result of abuse or neglect and children under the age of twelve months are the most likely to be killed by another person. Child homicides are most frequently perpetrated by a member of the child’s family usually a parent or step-parent (NSPCC, 2020).  Although child deaths by a stranger are relatively uncommon, seven such offences in 2019 (Office for National Statistics, 2020) as part of modern safeguarding children need to be taught about the importance of safe use of the internet and online stranger danger.  

The offence of sexual communications with a child was introduced in Wales and England in 2017.  In the first two years 4,517 offences against children aged 12 to 15 were recorded by police forces this figure rose to 5,635in the first half of 2019/20.  In 2019 the NSPCC proposed a new law called The Online Harms Bill to make companies accountable for the abuse taking place on their social media and gaming platforms.  As well as sexual abuse, online abuse can come in the form of cyberbullying, grooming or emotional abuse.  The effects of online abuse can lead to long term anxiety, depression, self-harm or depression (NSPCC, 2021).  

On reflection through the course of this study the author believes that the social services system, as a whole in the United Kingdom does not learn lessons quick enough in relation to child deaths from abuse or neglect.  Every couple of years a new report is commissioned and new guidelines and/or policies are put in place but between each review children die at the hands of a family member.  It is based on the evidence found when writing this essay, the author believes that accurate information is key to parents understanding what their child could be potentially accessing and seeing online. The leaflet produced by the author aims to provide helpline numbers and websites parents can access for help and advice, an explanation of digital well-being and very importantly conversation starters for parents.  Knowing how to approach a child about a subject a parent may feel they know little about can feel very daunting. 

It is for these reasons the author felt e safety was an important and relevant subject to research and arming both parents and children with as much accurate information as possible will go some way to raising a generation of children who can appreciate the benefits of living in a world with the internet.
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