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The College of Social Work Briefing on Clause 14 of the 
Children and Families Bill 
 
The College of Social Work (TCSW) is the centre of excellence for social work and provides 
resources to its members to uphold and strengthen standards of professional practice. It holds the 
professional standards for social work, supports the professional development of social workers, 
and campaigns on issues relating to social work policy and practice.  An independent membership 
organisation, The College provides quality assurance for initial and post-qualifying education 
through its training and education endorsement scheme. 
 

Like colleges for other professions, our role is to: 
 

 Hold the standards for the profession and support and enable our members to meet those 
standards. 

 Be the voice of the profession to policy makers and the media, ensuring that our members 
speak up for the profession. 

 Be led by and accountable to our members – the profession. We do this in order to improve 
the outcomes for the people served by our profession. 
 

Introduction 
 
While The College of Social Work (TCSW) supports any realistic strategy that seeks to avoid care 
proceedings being any longer than is necessary to reach a decision to safeguard and promote the 
child’s welfare, we agree with the firm view set out in the Munro Review that ‘timeliness’ rather than 
prescribed timescales should be the guiding principle of all social work with children. 
 
In our view this should apply to care and supervision proceedings too. Though it should be 
possible to decide on permanence options for many children within six months, and we recognise 
the Right Honourable Sir James Munby’s view that everyone involved in the family justice system 
has a part to play in changing the culture and reducing delay. 
 
However, we believe there are good reasons why care proceedings and arriving at an appropriate 
permanence plan may take longer with some children. The College therefore supports the 
NSPCC’s proposal to amend clause 14 to ensure there is greater clarity on how to manage 
instances when longer timescales are needed to meet the needs of the child, and to enable the 
court to set out this timetable from the outset of proceedings rather than continually adding eight 
week extensions. 
 

Amendment 
 
Amendments 62 & 63: Clause 14 - Care, supervision and other family proceedings: time 
limits and timetables  
 
Page 13, line 15, after ‘issued’, insert ‘unless the court considers it necessary in order to safeguard 
or promote the child’s welfare to permit additional time for the disposing of the application.’. 
 
Page 14, line 4, after ‘weeks’, insert ‘or, having taken into consideration the safeguarding and 
promotion of the child’s welfare, following evidence presented to the court relating to a planned 
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programme of intervention, such longer time period as the court deems appropriate.’.   
 

Background 
 
Social workers’ first duty is to serve the best interests of the child.  TCSW knows that there are 
many examples of good, timely care and adoption practice in local authorities. However, 
particularly if an adoption placement order is under consideration with a permanent severing of 
parental ties, prescriptive timescale targets can potentially undermine efforts to find the best 
solution for the child and militate against the child’s best interests.  
 
Though it should be possible to decide on permanence options for many children within six 
months, in a survey of our membership conducted jointly with the NSPCC, 74 per cent of 
respondents stated that they believed it was likely that care proceedings could last longer than the 
allotted 26 week time limit. As noted by respondents to the survey, there are good reasons why 
care proceedings and arriving at an appropriate permanence plan may take longer with some 
children. As one stated: 
 
“It is good to have a guideline but it should not be rigidly followed if this jeopardises effective 
decision making and planning. Timescales should be tightly monitored but sometimes some 
flexibility is needed.” 
 
Suitable carers  
 
Social workers have reported that relatives can who may be able to offer support or care for the 
child can come forward relatively late during proceedings. Organisations such as The College of 
Social Work, the Fostering Network, BAAF and the Family Rights Group have all argued that family 
and friend carers can offer a positive, long term solution for looked after children. Many potential 
carers may not have been fully aware of the children’s circumstances at the outset of proceedings. 
They should not be ruled out on a procedural basis. One respondent to our survey stated: 
 
“While it will be made clear to parents that they need to come up with alternatives as early as 
possible, very few will do that until they realise that losing their children is becoming very real for 
them. Very few courts will actually rule out assessing alternative family and friends carers / 
prospective carers simply because they were put forward late.” 

 
Family interventions 
 
In practice some assessments and intervention programmes take longer than others, for example, 
in situations where parents are seeking treatment for substance misuse. Family work, such as by 
the Government-backed Family Drug and Alcohol Court which has shown improved outcomes for 
children and adults in some cases, can take longer than six months. For instance, a 
2011evaluation of the court found that 39% of children with mothers in the Family Drug and Alcohol 
Court were living at home at the final order compared to 21% of mothers from the comparison 
group. As one respondent to our survey stated: 
 
“Drug rehabilitation programmes can take up to nine months. Birth parents will then need to 
demonstrate they have the ability to maintain abstinence whilst living in the community for a further 
six months.” 
 
 As currently drafted clause 14 is likely to give social workers and other professionals less of an 
opportunity to work with families to address issues, especially given the fact that the early 
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intervention budget is expected to have halved from £3bn to £1.5bn between 2010 and 2015. 
While protecting the child should be of utmost importance, family support is a core element of good 
social work. As one respondent stated:  
 
“There will be less opportunity to work closely with children and their families. There will be the risk 
of decisions being made prematurely without parents being able to access services recommended 
by assessments and demonstrate change within this timescale.” 
 
 
For further information, you can get in touch with: 
 
Mark Ivory, Head of Policy and Communications 
Telephone: 020 8453 2922 Email: mark.ivory@tcsw.org.uk  
 
Michael Simpson, Policy and Campaigns Officer 
Telephone: 020 8453 2923 Email: michael.simpson@tcsw.org.uk   
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