Housing Benefit and Safeguarding Children – Response to June Budget 2010 
In 1999 a seven-year-old girl arrived in London from France with her great-aunt. Within a year she had lived in a bed and breakfast, a homeless hostel and shared a bedsit with her great-aunt and her new boyfriend. She was known to no less than three housing authorities, four social services departments, two child protection teams of the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS), a charity and two different hospitals.

In little over a year that child, Victoria Climbié, was dead. The cause was the extreme physical abuse she suffered at the hands of her great-aunt Marie-Therese Kouao, and her boyfriend Carl Manning. But her case was also, I believe, the worst case scenario of what happens when a child at risk is cast adrift amidst London’s high mobility, poor quality housing and services organised across inconsistent geographical borders.

The latter factors were not at the forefront of Lord Laming’s report, which focussed on why the various service professionals had failed Victoria. Nevertheless his findings noted that “the mobility of England’s population can make keeping track of children more difficult.”  

It is therefore dismaying that the Budget proposals to cap and devalue housing benefit could generate increased mobility among many poor and vulnerable families, including those with children at risk, forcing them to uproot themselves and live in housing that is completely inappropriate to their needs.

For Lord Freud the Welfare reform Minister has said that if families cannot make their rent in inner London following the housing benefit caps they should simply expect to move.

Family Action specialises in intervening early in families with multiple complex needs by providing professional support with parenting in the home. The parents may have mental health problems, learning difficulties or be suffering depression or be struggling with substance abuse issues. Because of their vulnerabilities and poor welfare provision they are often on the lowest incomes and living in poor quality, overcrowded and unstable accommodation. 

The majority are decent, loving individuals who would never contemplate abusing their children; they are just vulnerable people who with the right support for their own needs will become good parents.

However in a minority of cases we do have to be concerned about the potential for child abuse and neglect and to monitor the family situations over the longer term. The last thing we need is for such families to have to uproot themselves to boroughs or parts of the country because of housing costs so that we and social services risk losing track of them. 

More generally where there is no identified risk to the child, but the parents need a lot of support, our experience is that we work most effectively to strengthen families when their housing is stable and appropriate to their needs. After all, part of stability for all of our families must start with us living in stable neighbourhoods over time where we can get to know and use local facilities and our children can be sure of a steady schooling and networks of friends.

This is going to become an unattainable nirvana for some of the families we work with because as these proposals shrink the housing supply available to the vulnerable and poor, whole areas of housing in London and other parts of the country will be denied to them. It will also make our job of early intervention more difficult.

This early intervention agenda is actually one we share with the Coalition. As a backbencher the Work and Pensions Secretary Iain Duncan-Smith MP was lauded by political colleagues and charities for championing early intervention with the Labour MP Graham Allen

Writing for the Big Issue Mr Duncan-Smith spoke of the “transformative impact that early intervention could have”, and his belief that with parenting and relationship support and intensive early intervention we can end the cycle of family breakdown and reduce levels of educational failure, worklessness and addiction.

We want to work with the Work and Pensions Secretary and his colleagues in the Coalition to deliver this vision. It is a shame that these swingeing welfare reform cuts will make it so much harder for us all to do so

