
1.6 Crisis Response

1) Vulnerable young people need to know that they are able to access the services and support they need, when they need it. The Government’s targeted youth support (TYS) reforms have already signalled the importance of this. The pattern of family life means that very often young people need crisis support late into the evening or during weekends, and so it crucial that they are able to access professional support at these times and that an appropriate first assessment of need is undertaken. Local authorities need to ensure that whatever time of the day or night young people need help, they know where to go and how to ask for it, and that they will receive it, in the form of appropriate crisis response. 

2) Undertaking a good assessment of need is key to ensuring that a safe and proportionate response is made in the best interests of the child. Not all those young people who need to access support in a crisis will be in need of emergency accommodation. For some, a return home can be negotiated, if it is established that home is a safe place for the young person to be. If there is concern that the child may be at risk if returned home, the child should be referred to children’s services to assess their needs and make appropriate arrangements for their accommodation. 
3) For other young people, a temporary solution such as staying with friends or other family members can offer breathing space whilst professionals work with the young person and their parents or carers to resolve the issues which caused the young person to run away in the first place. The only basis on which this option should be chosen is when it is the immediate and long term interests of the child, because, for example it allows them to stay in touch with informal support networks and enable them to continue to attend their school. 

4) Like returning a young person to their own home, it is only appropriate for a young person to temporarily stay with other family or friends if that is established as a safe place for them to be. New analysis of a recent survey of runaway children suggested that about 4% of young people who stayed with relatives whilst they were away from home had also been hurt and harmed.
 So, where a young person goes to a temporary care arrangement with family or friends it is important that the needs of the carer are also fully assessed and that support is put in place to enable them to provide care and support to the young person as long as it is necessary. Where appropriate links to Private Fostering legislation should be made to identify and meet the needs of the young person and carer in this arrangement. 

5) The provision of emergency accommodation is also a key component of ensuring that there is a comprehensive crisis response in place for those young people who need it. Whilst some areas have specific programmes to respond to young people who run away, all areas should ensure that they have appropriate systems in place to respond in a crisis to the varied needs of young people who find themselves vulnerable. In all circumstances where there are concerns that young people may be exposed to significant harm, then local safeguarding procedures must be followed, and the details of local arrangements set out in the local RMFHC protocol.
6) For those young people who do not meet the thresholds required to be placed in local authority care and for whom a return home or an alternative family or friend carer is not available the local authority needs to ensure that there is appropriate emergency accommodation in place and accessible whenever there is a need for it. A recent Children’s Society survey found that 17 per cent of overnight runaways under 16 had either slept rough or with someone they had just met.
 These young people need somewhere safe to go and need to know how to access emergency accomodation provision, so that they are not put at even greater risk. It is for local authorities to decide on the most appropriate and effective form of emergency accommodation provision in their area – not just for young people who run away, but for all young people who find themselves without a safe place to stay. The right solution for one area will not necessarily be the right solution for another. However, it is important that:
· the emergency provision is genuinely available in an emergency, and can be accessed at any time of the day or night;
· there is sufficient mix of types of emergency accommodation provision so that a suitable safe place can be found for young people in a range of circumstances;

· that provision of emergency accommodation is not the end point of a young person’s interaction with professionals, and that there is a programme on ongoing support.

7) In 2009 the Government carried out a review of emergency accommodation provision. That review highlighted the range of emergency accommodation currently on offer across the country including that already provided by local authorities through places in foster care or children’s homes and accessed through emergency duty teams. For many children and young people this offers a suitable form of emergency accommodation, and this was recognised by young people themselves as part of the review. But questions were also raised about the availability and access to those beds, either because of problems engaging the Emergency Duty Team, or because of a lack of emergency beds. 

8) The Review also considered other forms of emergency accommodation, and highlighted different models that could be utilised by local authorities in different circumstances to meet the needs of vulnerable young people who they would otherwise not be able to accommodate. Because the circumstances of local authorities can be so different, this guidance does not recommend one form of accommodation over another. Instead it highlights the importance of a mix of different provision available within an authority. More details about which models of emergency accommodation may offer the best solutions in different circumstances can be found in Commissioning, Delivery and Perceptions of Emergency Accommodation for Young Runaways.

9) The Review also considered at what level crisis response and emergency accommodation services are most effectively commissioned. The success of an existing voluntary sector project in South Yorkshire – Safe@Last
 – which works across, and has the support of four local authorities and the local police force, suggests that there are potential economies of scale to be realised and that issues relating to multi-authority commissioning are not insurmountable. 

10) The “cluster” or sub regional approach is increasingly used by local authorities to develop joint RMFHC protocols covering a number of authorities but a single police force area. One cluster is already operating a joint emergency duty service. Given the potential benefits in terms of efficiency and consistency of services to young people across a wider area, all local areas should consider whether such an approach is viable for them. This approach is most common amongst clusters of metropolitan areas, and/or where unitary authorities are attached or surrounded by shire authorities. However, the Review did caution that the number of local authorities involved in a cluster needed to be kept manageable so that bureaucratic difficulties did not dwarf the potential benefits of the “cluster” approach. Clearly the potential for this approach is linked to the geography of regions and sub-regions, and the relative size of local authorities. 

1.7 Refuge

11) Section 51 of the Children Act 1989 provides that where it is proposed to use a voluntary home or private children’s home to provide a refuge for children who appear to be at risk of harm, or where a local authority or voluntary organisation arrange for a foster parent to provide such a refuge, the Secretary of State may issue a certificate with respect to that home, or foster parent. The effect of a certificate is that the home or foster parent is exempt from prosecution in relation to harboring and abduction and effectively means that Refuges can accommodate young people without the consent of their parents or other adults with parental responsibility for them.

12) Refuge can be a helpful component of emergency accommodation provision in a locality. It provides immediate and accessible safety and respite for young runaways, and the direct access nature of refuge means that young people can refer themselves, rather than needing to be assessed through other agencies (which the young person may not be ready to be involved with) first. The confidentially of refuge locations can also be an important element in the response to the needs of young people in very high risk situations.

13) Flexible Refuge, which is linked to broader wrap around services for vulnerable young people and, where appropriate, their families, but where the Refuge itself is only staffed subject to demand is likely to be the most feasible model of provision in areas where there may not be sufficient demand for a Refuge to be open 24 hours a day. Where such a facility is used exclusively by young person with the consent of their parents or when they are placed there by a local authority, Refuge Certification may not be required. Compared with like for like services, the cost of providing Refuge need not be prohibitive, when shared amongst a cluster of local authorities.
 

14) Refuge will not be the right solution for every young person who needs emergency accommodation, or every area. In areas where it does operate it should be seen as a last resort when all other options to safeguard a child or young person have been exhausted or deemed inappropriate. Whilst young people should feel comfortable enough to refer themselves to the refuge when they are in need of it, it should operate in a way that does not offer an incentive for young people to run away, and young people should be helped to understand that it is a facility to keep them safe in a crisis rather than a longer term option for accommodation. 

15) Where a Refuge is in operation, it must have the support of the local authorities and the police force in the area, enabling all agencies to work together to facilitate the child or young persons return home, (or into care if it is decided that that is the post appropriate course of action) and enabling them to access ongoing support from statutory services. This usually means that the Refuge will have greater financial security and won’t need to rely on short term awards and grants. All new applications for certification as a Refuge under section 51 of the Children Act must be accompanied by a statement of support from senior officials in the local authorities and senior officers in the local police form to confirm that they support the aims and intentions of the provision, and intend to work with the organisation to ensure the refuge provision fits in with local children’s services plans and police protocols. 
1.8 Inappropriate forms of Emergency Accommodation

16) The Review raised concerns about the availability and access to local authority emergency beds, either because of problems engaging the Emergency Duty Team, or because of a lack of beds that were genuinely available in an emergency. Ten out of 27 police forces who responded to a recent survey said they had previously had young people staying in police stations overnight due to a lack of genuine emergency accommodation.
 Police stations are not an appropriate place to accommodate children who have been missing. A child should not be accommodated in a police cell unless they are under arrest. 

17) Bed and Breakfast (B&B) accommodation is not an appropriate place for any child to stay unaccompanied and should never be used for unaccompanied children aged 15 or under. No 16- or 17-year-old should be placed in B&B accommodation by housing services or children’s services, except in an emergency, where B&B accommodation is the only available alternative to rooflessness. In these exceptional cases, B&B accommodation should be used for the shortest time possible and support must be offered to the young person during their stay.

18) Under section 27 of the Children Act 1989, a social services authority can ask a range of other statutory authorities, including a housing authority, to assist them in the exercise of their functions in relation to children in need and looked after children under Part 3 of the Children Act 1989.  The other statutory authority must comply to the extent that the request is compatible with their own statutory duties and other obligations and would not unduly prejudice the discharge of their own functions.  The Children Act 2004 broadened and strengthened the statutory framework requiring co-operation between relevant statutory services to improve outcomes for children and young people. Housing services and children’s services are expected to adopt a shared strategic approach to the provision of emergency accommodation and housing and support pathways for young people in order to eradicate any need to use of B&B accommodation for homeless 16/17 year olds.

 Safe@Last, South Yorkshire
 

Safe@Last is a voluntary project which began in 2000 and provides a range of services for young people at risk. These services include a freefone helpline, text services and webchat for young people who have, or who are thinking about, running away, and a ‘MISPER’ scheme (alongside the police) for young people who are reported missing and subsequently return home. This scheme offers young people the chance to talk to an independent person about the reasons that led to them to running away and they are provided with the support they need to prevent them from running away again. 

 
SAFE@LAST opened ‘SAFEplace’ at a confidential location in South Yorkshire to provide emergency accommodation through a flexible refuge model. The Safe@Last approach considers refuge as the last resort and the team work with the appropriate local authority to try and find a more suitable, longer term alternative, or where it is safe to do so, helps negotiate a return home. If a young person needs ongoing support after leaving refuge, this is provided by the Safe@Last project workers. The project decided on this approach to refuge provision after commissioning the research ‘Running Away in South Yorkshire’ (Smeeton and Rees, 2004) in which young people stated they wanted a safe place to go. The flexible refuge approach means the refuge is only staffed when a young person has been assessed as needing accommodation and no other alternative has been found, this approach significantly reduces the costs normally associated with refuge provision. 

The project has helped reduce repeat running from the national average of 59% to less than 5% where young people engage with the work, which not only means hundreds of children are safer, but that thousands of pounds of police time have been saved. 

For more information please go to www.safeatlast.org.uk
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