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1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to update the Children’s Services, Education and Skills 
Scrutiny Board on developments and demand pressures within Children’s Services 
and Skills. 

2. Decision(s) recommended 

2.1 To note the current developments and demand pressures within Children’s Services 
and Skills and the actions being taken in response. 

3. Matters for Consideration - Education 

3.1 Educational excellence is the linchpin of a successful economy and society. Children 
in our schools today will be the adults who shape our tomorrow. It is therefore vital 
that we focus our energies on inspiring and motivating children whilst they receive a 
high quality education - understanding that children are individuals and may require a 
differentiated approach.  

3.2 To make this a reality for all children in the borough, particularly for those with 
additional needs, the council has introduced a transformational change programme – 
Reshaping Education.  Our approach is based on the following principles: 

 Providing help at the earliest opportunity: we will use screening tools which will 
help us to identify issues as they emerge and enable help to be offered early to 
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deliver sustained and significant progress and change lives. We will address 
causes, rather than just symptoms  

 Making the experience of the child paramount: we will really listen to what 
children tell us about their experiences and what they would like to be different; 
identifying those at risk of not coping. We will develop an outcomes framework to 
help to monitor and deliver better outcomes.  

 Focussing on the whole family: we will offer support that takes account of how 
the family is affected as a whole by their issues. We will have appropriate offers for 
the individuals to reach good outcomes within the whole family.  

 Enabling well informed self-help: we will provide accessible, clear information 
and advice for families and their communities to help them make informed choices 
and improve their own outcomes.  

 Providing safe, timely and lasting solutions to issues: we will focus on what we 
know makes a difference to reduce the risk of escalation and persistence of 
problems. We will use early help, targeted or specialist responses appropriate to 
the levels of need of the family; assuring quality across the system; equipping 
practitioners to manage risk at all stages  
 

3.3 There are a number of strands of work supporting this programme, which is already 
having a significant impact upon on improving outcomes for children with additional 
needs, including Special Educational Needs (please see Appendix 1 for more details). 

4. Special Educational Needs & Disability (SEND) 

4.1 The Board will be aware that the Children and Families Act 2014 introduced the 
biggest reforms in a generation for children and young people with SEND.  These 
included: 

 A single assessment process for children aged 0 – 25, which is more 
streamlined, better involves children, young people and families and is 
completed quickly 

 An Education Health and Care Plan (EHCP) which brings services together and 
is focused on improving outcomes; and 

 An offer of a personal budget for families with an EHCP 

 Joint commissioning for education, health and care provision 

 Local Offer providing information on services 
 

4.2 National and Local Context 

4.2.1 The National Audit Office has stated that the “system for supporting pupils with SEND 
is not, on current trends, financially sustainable,” and that the Department for 
Education had not fully assessed the likely financial consequences of the 2014 
reforms 

4.2.2 Since EHCPs were introduced in 2014, the demand for SEND support has far 
exceeded original expectations and is no longer workable – with a 68% increase 
nationally and 53% in Solihull. The number of EHCPs is increasing year on year, with 
many parents believing they are the route to additional funding to support their 
children, and that they pave the way for places at specialist SEND schools.  In 
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particular, the increase has accelerated during the pandemic and especially in recent 
months. 

4.2.3 High Needs Budgets nationally continue to come under significant pressure.  In 2019 
there was an estimated £470m national deficit and a survey carried out in Autumn 
2020 showed that this position has deteriorated – with 89% of LAs advising of a deficit 
position which is rising each year; doubling in some cases.  The ability for local 
authorities to (a) keep up with the amount of local provision needed and (b) keep pace 
through staffing capacity with the increasing demand from parents is being severely 
tested and Solihull exemplifies those challenges.  Whilst Solihull’s forecast shows an 
in year variance of £2.9m and a £12.04m accumulated deficit, comparatively the 
borough continues to maintain a strong position (please see appendix 2). 

 
5. Matters for Consideration - Children’s Social Care 

5.1 Members of Board will recall that they received a report on the impact of Covid on 
children, families and schools in Solihull at the meeting of the Board on 9th June 2020 
and a further update on 10th March 2021.  Since this time, the challenges and demand 
pressures for Children’s Social Care have continued to increase. 

6. Demand Pressures  

6.1 There has been an on-going increase in the number of children needing to be looked 
after by the Local Authority (LA), due to an increase in complex safeguarding referrals 
and the need for immediate placements to keep children safe.  It is clear that Covid 
has had a significant impact on the placement position. 

6.2 During 2020-21 Children’s Services also saw a rise in the complexity of Section 47 
child protection enquires – increasing by 40% to 939 compared to the previous year.  
In addition, there was a 29% rise in Social Work Assessments increasing to 2153. 
(please see Appendix 3 for a monthly breakdown) 

6.3 Compared to the same period last year there has been a 22.5% increase in the 
number of local children starting to be looked after and a 25.5% reduction in 
Unaccompanied Asylum Seeker Children (UASC) starting to be looked after.  It is 
important to note that the social worker time required from referral to decision to 
accommodate for a local child is significantly greater and more complex than the 
process for accommodating an unaccompanied child arriving in Solihull. This is 
because the former will involve assessment, child protection processes, decisions to 
remove children from their families, and legal planning and court processes. Thus the 
pressure on the social work service due to the increase of local CLA (Child Looked 
After) is immense.  

6.4 This situation has been further compounded by children not leaving care as planned, 
which is a direct impact of the pandemic and pressure on other services including the 
court and legal system, resulting in the total number of CLA rising by 70 from 461 to 
531 in 12 months. Of those children, 88 were local with a reduction of 18 UASC. 

6.5 At year end March 2021, the rate of all children in care in Solihull has increased from 
98 per 10,000 in 2020 to 113 per 10,000.   



 

 
 

6.6 Within that figure, the rate of UASC in care is 11 per 10,000 which is almost double 
the national rate of 6 per 10,000. The rate of local children in care was 102 per 10,000 
which is higher than national and statistical neighbours at 67 and 62.7 respectively. 

6.7 Availability of suitable local placements for children has reduced over the past 12 
months resulting in an increased reliance on higher tariff placements that the child or 
young person did not always need. Providers have also levied additional costs for 
more complex needs children due to the lack of available placements nationally – all 
of which has had a significant impact on the cost of placements for Solihull. This 
impact was further exacerbated by a number of extremely vulnerable children 
identified as being criminally exploited within Solihull requiring the use of either high 
cost secure accommodation or residential provision that restricted the child’s liberty. 
Our commissioning service is working closely with providers to address this issue but 
we’ like all authorities, are operating within a provider and demand led placement 
crisis that the national Social Care Review has highlighted as a significant risk to local 
Authorities children’s services budgets.  

6.8 The number of children on a child protection plan (CPP) at end of year 2020-21 was 
149 - a slight decrease from 154 at the previous year end.   This equates to a rate of 
32 per 10,000 population under 18, compared to the England 2019/20 rate of 42.8 and 
statistical neighbours at 28.51 per 10,000 population.  

6.9 Covid-19 has also impacted upon Social Worker caseloads wherein we have seen an 
increase in the average caseload rising in year from 19 to 24 per worker. However, 
within this number there is a range of caseloads depending upon the team and 
experience of the worker. The rise in caseloads is due to a number of variables such 
as the surge in referrals at each of the lifting of restrictions during the pandemic, the 
level of complexity being presented requiring longer intervention, children remaining in 
the system longer due to lockdown restrictions and workers leaving the service to join 
other authorities meaning their caseloads needing to be absorbed. 

6.10 A comprehensive recruitment drive is currently taking place where we have secured 
13 new workers who are joining us over the coming weeks, with a further 13 Social 
Workers needed. Given the workload pressure in the service, it has been agreed for a 
further 6 agency Social Workers to join the service whilst we continue to recruit 
permanent staff. We are also working closely with our neighbours to address the high 
cost of securing temporary agency staff in the interim with many agencies charging up 
to £45 per hour for Social Workers in the region. This, alongside the national shortage 
of 7000 social workers has added to the challenge of recruiting both permanent and 
temporary social Workers into Solihull.   

6.11 The effect of the pandemic, the increase in complexity of children’s needs and 
managing with a reduced workforce has impacted upon the workforce and their ability 
to complete all aspects of their work with children in need.  Whilst all statutory and 
regulatory intervention continued during the pandemic, other work has been impacted, 
such as timings of assessments or duration of court proceedings due to limited 
workers and partner agencies being available. Other work also had to be paused to 
allow time to concentrate on safeguarding children such as our sufficiency strategy 
work around small homes, the house project and the recruitment of foster carers 
(please see appendix 1). All of these are now being prioritised to address the growing 
need for alternative local provision for our children in care. 



 

 
 

 
7.  Financial Impact 

7.1 The impact of Covid upon children and families has been significant.  Officers are also 
strongly of the view that we have not yet seen the full extent of this to date and will 
continue to see an impact for at least a further two years, possibly longer. 

7.2 The graph below gives a general indicator of the impact of Covid upon CLA numbers: 

 

7.3 Detailed modelling has been undertaken to understand in full the financial implications 
of the demand pressures outlined above.  Based on current trends, it is anticipated 
that the Children’s Placement budget of £14.6m will overspend by c£2.915m by the 
end of the 2021/22 financial year after applying £3.784m of Covid funding. 

7.4 This position has been reported to both the Cabinet Member for Children, Education 
and Skills and Full Cabinet. We continue to work on initiatives to both reduce demand 
and unit costs and to identify mitigating actions to address the in-year position. Any 
deficit that cannot be recovered will be referred to the Budget Strategy Group for 
consideration and any longer term impacts will need to be considered as part of the 
normal budget strategy process and reports through to the Group. 

7.5 In respect of the High Need Block, Cabinet has invested further resources in the 
SEND service as part of the SEND Improvement Plan. Work continues on the High 
Needs Block recovery plan and the next update is due to Full Cabinet in the autumn.  

7.6 Under the current Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) regulations, there is no 
requirement for the Council to meet the current and anticipated DSG deficit. This is 
ring-fenced within the DSG.  

8. Mitigating actions 

8.1 The Children’s Services Oversight Group, chaired by the interim Director of Children’s 
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Services, has been established to provide corporate assurance of delivery of agreed 
mitigating activities, including: 

 Detailed tracking of individual children and associated costs 

 Creation of a high cost placement board to establish individual step down plans 
and prevent escalation of need 

 Delivery of the council’s sufficiency strategy, including expansion of our in-
house fostering capacity and establishment of LA residential provision 

 Development and implementation of a 3-year workforce strategy and delivery 
plan 

 Recruitment of additional social work and EHCP capacity to respond to 
increased demand 

 Introduction of Strengthening Families Programme in partnership with the DfE 
and Leeds (illustrative impact of CLA based on the Leeds work - please see 
below): 

 

 

 

9. Implications and Considerations 

9.1 State how the proposals in this report contribute to the priorities in the Council Plan: 

Priority: Contribution: 

Environment: 

1. Enhance Solihull’s natural environment. 
2. Improve Solihull’s air quality. 

 

The implementation of SEND Improvement 
Programme will enable more children and 
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3. Reduce Solihull’s net carbon emissions. young people to access specialist provision 
closer to home and limited the number that 
have to travel, in some cases significant 
distances, to access provision outside of 
Solihull. 

People and Communities: 

7. Take action to improve life chances in 
our most disadvantaged communities. 

8. Enable communities to thrive. 
9. Sustainable, quality, affordable 

provision for adults & children with 
complex needs. 

 

Reshaping Education, SEND Improvement 
Programme and the work to address the 
demand pressures within Children’s Social 
Care will enable children’s needs to be met 
without high cost statutory intervention and 
improve their life chances      

 

9.2 Consultation and Scrutiny: 

9.2.1 This report is presented to the Scrutiny Board for discussion and comment. 

9.2.2 The DSG financial position, the factors that have led to the deficit and the actions 
already taken have been set out in reports to the Solihull Schools Strategic 
Accountability Board, EdSEND group and the Schools’ Forum.  The Forum is a key 
stakeholder in matters relating to the DSG. 

 

9.3 Financial implications: 

9.3.1 The financial implications are set out in the report. 

9.4 Legal implications: 

9.4.1 The council has a range of statutory duties relating to children and young people with 
additional needs and those at risk of harm. The activity outlined will ensure these 
duties are discharged effectively. 

9.5 Risk implications: 

9.5.1 Failure to deliver robust recovery and/or improvements plans will result in the council 
being unable to meet its statutory duties in a cost effective way. 

9.6 Equality implications: 

9.6.1 The activity outlined actively seek to reduce inequality and improve outcomes for 
disadvantaged groups and those children and young people with additional needs 
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