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Care Cliff
By Joshua Platt

[bookmark: _Int_tcH9pDrE]	This report will be discussing what the care cliff is and how a combination of oversights in the care system, lack of funding and awareness, as well as semi-arbitrary age limits have led to a situation where many care leavers are not given a clear care pathway after leaving child care services. They are left with little to no support while transitioning to adult life, leading to high rates of homelessness among care leavers. While there have been multiple rule changes and improvements in the last few years, the issue still exists and affects tens of thousands of young people currently in the UK. 

The care cliff is a term used to describe the sudden withdrawal of support and resources for young people ‘ageing out’ of the care system, creating a "cliff edge" [1][2]. This report will be focusing on the specific area of how the support for young people drops off as they reach the maximum age for care systems designed for children, which is usually 18. How prevalent this issue is in society varies from country to country and throughout history, however this report will be focusing on the situation in the last few years in the UK.

	The existence of the care cliff is due to a gap in the support and care systems. Where there is a large emphasis on children in care, and a large emphasis on adults after they have left care, but there is a ‘blind spot’ for the transition between these 2 areas of life, especially for young people as they hit their 18th birthday. Especially in the UK and Europe, a person’s 18th birthday is widely seen as a major milestone that should be celebrated, however, this has the side effect where organizations end up being too literal and rigid about care service systems linked to age rather than actual need for care. For many care leavers their 18th birthday is a date to dread and a huge source of anxiety [2]. Many professional support systems are withdrawn effectively overnight [2], and for many there isn’t a care pathway available for them to follow. They simply fall off the edge of the care system. 
As with many issues of this nature, one of the biggest obstacles is funding and investment. Compared to children’s care system, the system for care leavers and related groups such as Adult Mental Health Services (AMHS) receive much less funding and government support. This leads to extremely long waiting lists which defeats the purpose of a system which is supposed to swiftly help young people with the immediate practical struggles of transitioning to adult life [2][5]. Before leaving care, there often aren’t many opportunities for children-in-care to get experience in practical life skills necessary for living and supporting themselves before they reach the care cliff. Care leavers are often not well-informed enough to make decisions about independent living. [2]

The largest and most pressing effect that the care cliff has on care leavers is the threat of homelessness. Since 2018, the number of care leavers aged 18 – 20 facing homelessness has increased by at least 33%, which is about three times as fast as the overall number of households facing homelessness (10.7%) [4]. Since there isn’t a set care pathway, many young people preparing to leave care don’t have a clear place to go or someone to turn to. For some, there is space to go back to living with their family or guardians, or to live in social housing organized by companies such as CAS and Tulsa [3]. While social housing is a workable solution, there is not enough spaces available for the total number of care leavers. This means that there are waiting lists that can last for a year or more for new arrivals, and those already in social housing are often required move or leave after about a year to allow new tenants to arrive [3]. Another option is to try and rent private housing, but that is difficult since most care leavers have nowhere near enough funds or a high paying enough job to be able to pay rent. Funds aside, most letting agents require a guarantor to sign the contract before letting the tenant rent the house which is difficult since the reason many young people were put into the care system in the first place was because they didn’t have a stable or safe family environment to live in. And, as mentioned previously, the other major path is homelessness, either sleeping on the streets or ‘couch surfing’ in different people’s houses.
	
[bookmark: _Int_UpHz61jS][bookmark: _Int_i8HWjlSd][bookmark: _Int_nkHR8EA7]Fortunately, the past few years have seen a major push towards solving this issue. As of 1 April 2023, the UK government has increased the leaving care allowance from £2,000 to £3,000 [3]. While this still isn’t enough to live on, it is a step in the right direction and reduces some of the financial strain for care leavers. In addition, the Children and Social Work Act (2017) raised the age of duty of care to 25. However, in most cases the children’s care systems still stop at 18 years old, and the transition still takes a long time since there are almost 40,000 people waiting for adult social care [6]. While there are more support organisations for care leavers, they are still underfunded and simply don’t have enough hands to sustain the number of services required, leading to exceedingly long waiting lists that often take over a year to get through, and in some extreme cases nearly outlasting the age of duty of care. Changing the age of duty of care is a good idea in theory, but in practice it just shifts the issue to a later time. A better solution would be to focus on ensuring that care leavers have a solid care pathway before they reach the end of care. Obviously, this would require a lot of work and infrastructure to be put in place before it would be effective, which currently isn’t feasible with the current funds and investment into this issue. During a study into this issue by Angela Palmer, one of the care leavers mentioned a solution that they believed would have been particularly useful during the transition was more frequent and in-depth check-ins [2]. Many care organizations are already required to check-in, but most weren’t more frequent than once every 6 months. This isn’t frequent enough to be helpful, and the suggestion given during the interview was to increase this to about 3 times a month at least and that the check-ins involved practical help with skills such as budgeting, cooking, and paperwork.

	In summary, the care cliff is an issue that affects many young people and exists due to oversights in the care system and surrounding organizations. It has led to tens of thousands of young people in need being left without a way out, despite being under government care. Higher emphasis towards this issue would also be a benefit to the larger issues of homelessness and housing crisis. While there have been multiple improvements made towards fixing this issue, it is still an issue that should not be ignored. 
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