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Dear Colleagues

We have said it a number of times over recent weeks and we repeat it again, we are in
unprecedented times. Over the last few weeks we have all worked together to refine and
revise the way services are delivered while seeking to ensure children and young people
are safe. Thank you for your professionalism, fortitude and resilience.

Since 20 March schools across Wales have embraced their new role, opening their doors to
the children of critical workers and vulnerable children. Over the past few weeks we have
further defined these terms, clarifying who should be able to access to this provision. We
consulted you and took account of your views, and did so again recently when we
developed our guidance on the WG Covid 19 Education, Children and Social Care pages.

As we move in to the Summer term the provision in schools, hubs and childcare settings
needs to be consistently applied across local authorities. The provision was established at
speed which, we appreciate, resulted in variation of approach and differences in attendance
by vulnerable children; in many authorities the daily attendance of vulnerable children has
been in single figures. We have seen a small rise this week but the proportion still remains
very low. We are clear that the longer we continue in lockdown the greater potential for
some children and young people to be at risk. We have serious concern about the reduced
number of referrals to children's services as we know you do.

Through our regular dialogue we have learnt of the joint working you have established
across education and children's services to assess risk and encourage attendance.

Rydym yn croesawu derbyn gohebiaeth yn Gymraeg. Byddwn yn ateb gohebiaeth a dderbynnir yn Gymraeg yn Gymraeg ac ni fydd
gohebu yn Gymraeg yn arwain at oedi.

We welcome receiving correspondence in Welsh. Any correspondence received in Welsh will be answered in Welsh and corresponding
in Welsh will not lead to a delay in responding.
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We know you share our ambition for consistent application across Wales of the practice
which is working well to ensure vulnerable children are risk rated in a multi-agency way,
those that are at greatest risk attend provision, those unable to attend provision are visible
and those children not open to social services but known to be of concern to schools are
also visible. We will do all we can to support this to ensure the safety of our vulnerable
children in every local authority.

As we move to this next phase we also intend to refine our definition of vulnerable children.
You have expressed some resistance to the inclusion of children with statements of SEN
and we understand why you do not consider all children with statements should be
prioritised, and how a statement in Wales is not equivalent to children with an EHC Plan in
England since their legislative changes. As a result we intend to refine this definition to say
all children with a statement of special educational needs should be risk-assessed. In most
instances this should be undertaken primarily by the school and parents, but a multi-agency
approach should be taken where appropriate. The assessment should focus on
determining whether there is a need to offer a childcare, school or hub place to meet the
needs of the child, or whether they can safely have their needs met at home with support
provided remotely.

Some of you have also expressed concern about the capacity of schools, hubs and
registered childcare settings to manage the demand for places. However, attendance at the
settings to date has been low, particularly so for vulnerable children. In most cases home is
the safest option but not for all children, and from your RAG ratings we are confident you
have identified those children who would benefit from time away from the home
environment.

While we understand there are a variety of reasons for low attendance we are not
sufficiently reassured that maintaining contact with children who are most at risk is enough
of a protective measure alone. You have assured us that all children and young people with
a social worker have been risk assessed on a multi-agency basis and are receiving support
through a range of means. However, despite recent increases in the attendance of
vulnerable children at settings this week, we are concerned that so few of these children are
attending provision in some authorities. For some children, young people and their families
this provision will provide much needed respite and support.

Our view is that children living with most risk would benefit from time away from their home
environment in a safe place. As a result, we expect a greater proportion of the children you
have rated to be most at risk and in need of the provision to attend these settings. This
should not be seen as a punitive measure to families but an opportunity for their children to
play safely and for parents who are under pressure to have a break. It is important that
families are encouraged by social workers to use this provision in a positive way as
something that will be of help to them in a difficult time. We also recognise that some
children and staff will need to be provided with transport to safely attend
hubs/schools/settings that are open and ask you to work with the settings to ensure they are
made accessible to vulnerable children. We will be updating our guidance on the WG Covid 19
Education and Children to clarify our position.
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