Children Missing from Care
An Internal Guide for Foster Carers and Supervising Social Workers  
1- Definitions:
· Missing from Care:

A looked after child who is not at their placement or the place they are expected to be (e.g. school) and their whereabouts are not known.
· Away from Placement Without Authorisation:

A looked after child whose whereabouts are known but who is not at their placement or the place they are expected to be, and the carer has concerns or the incident has been notified to the local authority or the Police.

2- General Principles: 
The Child’s Care Plan – should include strategies to avoid unauthorised absences and/or a child going missing. It should also include strategies to reduce the duration and risks associated if the child does have unauthorised absences/go missing.
The Child’s Placement Plan – should include strategies for preventing the child from taking unauthorised absences/going missing.
A pre-incident risk assessment should be completed for all children for whom there is concern that they may run away. Distance from home, family and friends should be considered as a risk factor.
A detailed safety plan or individual safer care plan must be developed and updated regularly and as and when needed. 
The child should be provided with advice about access to an independent Advocate and the child's views taken into account.
Statutory reviews should consider any absences and revise strategies to prevent repeat absences and/or missing incidents and the care plan should be revised accordingly.
It is important to note that foster carers or others reporting a child missing to the police should not make the judgement themselves as to whether a child is missing or absent – this decision will be made by the police on the basis of the information provided.
The police will prioritise all incidents of missing children as medium or high risk.
A missing child incident would be prioritised as 'high risk' where:
· The risk posed is immediate and there are substantial grounds for believing that the child is in danger through their own vulnerability; or
· The child may have been the victim of a serious crime; or
· The risk posed is immediate and there are substantial grounds for believing that the public is in danger.
Foster carers should know when to try to prevent a child or young person leaving the home and should do so through dialogue, but they should not try to restrain the child should they be intent on leaving, or in any other circumstances, unless it is necessary to prevent injury to the child or others, or serious damage to property.
On a day to day basis, foster carers should be alert to signs or indications that a child may be likely to run away or become missing. If foster carers suspect that this may happen, they should take any actions already agreed with the Supervising Social Worker and the child's social worker, Out of Hours service or do what they reasonably and safely can to reduce or prevent the child from leaving - this includes circumstances where a child is refusing to return to the home.
The fostering agency, and the foster carers should whenever possible, keep an updated record of the child’s friends, their parents, relatives where the child is likely to go to. This would be useful when the police is contacted.  
It is clearly important that a deadline is set at the outset of a child’s placement plan and risk assessment of these initial checks so that they don't continue beyond a reasonable timeframe. What timeframe is reasonable should be based on an assessment of the risks relating to the individual child.
3- Actions when a child goes missing:
Whenever the whereabouts of a child are not known, preliminary checks should be carried out to see if the child can be located. For example, if a child was supposed to have returned home from school but has not arrived within the normal journey time, checks could include finding out if there are transport delays, phone calls to the child, phone calls to the school to see if the child has been delayed, etc.
If these initial checks do not succeed in locating the child or there are still concerns that, despite contact being made with the child they are at risk, the individuals and agencies listed below should be informed:
If a child is missing, the foster carer must contact the Supervising Social Worker or the fostering manager, unless there is an immediate serious risk to the child or others, in which case, they should contact the Police first. If the incident occurs out of normal office hours the On-Call/Out Of Hours Duty Social Worker/Manager must be contacted.
The Supervising Social Worker/Duty Social Worker or fostering manager will come to a decision about the actions that should be taken.
The Local Authority social worker/ supervising social worker or foster carers should inform the child IRO. 
The Local Authority social worker should decide whether to notify the parent(s) and, if so, who should do so.
All notifications and consultations must be recorded by SSW/OOH Duty SW.
When a child does go missing this is described in the Fostering Regulations as a 'Notifiable Event' and by law this requires the fostering Agency to monitor and review all incidents of this nature. SSW/OOH Duty SW initiate a Significant Event Form which has to be updated daily until the child returns.

At no time should the foster carer pass any information to the press/social media. All information should only be shared between the local authority, Police and the fostering service.

As a minimum requirement, all reports to the Police should include the following information: 
· The child's name/s; date of birth; status; responsible authority;
· Where and when they went missing;
· Who, if anyone, they went missing with;
· What was the child wearing plus any belongings such as bags, phone etc.;
· Description and recent photo;
· Medical history, if relevant;
· Time and location last seen;
· Circumstances or events around going missing;
· Details of family, friends and associates;
· Updated risk assessment.
Foster carers complete the incident report and send to OOH email address fostering.ooh@channelsandchoices.co.uk .
The supervising social worker update the risk assessment with consultation with the child social worker and the therapy team as appropriate.
The fostering service considers whether the child exploitation tool needs to be completed and shared with all parties. 
Management oversite:
The fostering agency manager/deputy should maintain management oversight when a child goes missing with clear update and actions. 
The fostering agency manager/deputy must monitor, review and approve the significant event form.  
4- Actions when children are away from placement without authorisation:
Sometimes a child may be away from their placement without authorisation. While they are not missing, they may still be placing themselves at risk (e.g. they may be at the house of friends where there are concerns about risks of sexual exploitation). 
The carer should take reasonable steps to ascertain the wellbeing of the child including, when appropriate, visiting the location. However, if there is a concern the child may be at significant risk of harm to themselves or to others then police should also be notified in order that appropriate safeguarding measures can be taken. 
Actions once the child returns home:
The foster carer should take the following steps when a child returns after such an event:
· Assess the child's immediate needs i.e. offer something to eat, does the child need a shower/bath and a clean change of clothes? Is there any need for medical treatment?
· Explain to the child that they do not want them to go missing, but they will be welcomed back to the household;
· Try to gain an insight into the young person's absence and what can be done to minimise its recurrence. However, the point at which the child returns may or may not be the best time to try to discuss the reasons why the child has gone missing;
· Inform all relevant professionals i.e. Police (unless they returned the child), fostering manager, the child's social worker and the independent reviewing officer that the child has returned.
Safe and Well Checks:
· Safe and well checks are carried out by the police as soon as possible after the child has returned. Their purpose is to check for any indications that the child has suffered harm, where and with whom they have been, and to give them an opportunity to disclose any offending by or against them.
Return home interviews:
The purpose of the interview is to gather information about the child’s life with a holistic perspective to identify reasons for running or going missing. The interview is an opportunity for children to speak to an independent professional who can provide appropriate follow up with referrals or signposting. The interview should be carried out within 72 hours of the child returning to their fostering home. SSW should explore with the child social worker who would be completing the interview with the child, if the local authority has no arrangement in place, the interview can be completed by C&C social work assistance and shared with the local authority.
Closing the Significant Event:
Once the child returns to the fostering home, the Sig Event forms needs to be updated by the SSW/duty worker/OOH worker and passed on to the registered manager/deputy manager to approve and close. The updated form will be then uploaded to the recording system CHARMS. 
If the child went missing again, a new form would be opened.
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