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EDITORIAL

Avoidable Tragedies: The early deaths of care leavers
In August 2026, the Department for Education published a report by Ashley John-Baptiste and Clare Chamberlain, ‘You really are on your own’, examining the early deaths of care leavers in 2025. The report is shocking in the extreme and is reported in more detail within this issue. When the state removes a child from their parents and family, we all (as part of that society) take on a huge responsibility for those individuals. That responsibility cannot be just ‘switched off’ as a perverse eighteenth birthday present. The children we have taken so much trouble to protect through their childhood deserve better than to be left, as the report describes it, ‘alone, with no safety net’.

	The Children’s Minister, Josh MacAlister, is to be credited for commissioning this report in the first place, for publishing it, and finally for showing a willingness to address the deficiencies it has identified. 

	An earlier study into care leavers, referred to in this report, identified that there was, in general terms, a spectrum of outcomes for care leavers. The best outcomes tend to be where the child is cared for within their wider family; the worst outcomes are found in those who lived in residential care, while those from foster care are around the middle. Paradoxically, the costs of these placements are the reverse of their beneficial outcomes, with kinship care receiving the least support and residential care being the most costly.

	With a common theme of children emerging from care alone and floundering, there is much in this year’s Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Act to commend. 

Section 1 of the Act, making family group decision-making meetings a requirement before the commencement of care or supervision order proceedings, is now in force and should ensure that family resources are fully mobilised, where they exist. Local authorities in England are now obliged to publish information setting out their ‘general approach’ to supporting children in kinship care within their area and the financial support which may be available. None of this mandates a minimum level of support for kinship carers, or provides funding for that support, but it is a start. The quotation, attributed to President Harry S. Truman, that ‘imperfect action is always better than perfect inaction’ is good advice to follow.

	If it can be arranged, kinship care keeps children away from the ‘cliff edge’ of losing support immediately after they reach their eighteenth birthday. We know that kinship care is the most resilient and enduring form of care and should not be subject to an ‘end date’. The chances of a young person, looked after within their broader family, finding themselves with no one to turn to for help and guidance are, therefore, much lower than in any other form of care. The Department for Education’s policy paper, Enduring relationships, is also to be welcomed. There can never be a template which provides a stock answer to all children in care; however, the call for a refocus on local authorities and all other professionals asking themselves ‘Who is going to be there for this child after the care order ends?’ must be a step in the right direction.

	Section 10 of the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Act, which would impose on local authorities a duty to promote contact between siblings subject to care orders, to the same extent as the current duty to promote contact with the child’s parents, is a provision which, once in force and fully implemented, has the capacity to save lives. This report should give an impetus to the government to bring this section into effect, and in the Department for Education’s Policy Statement of 4 September 2026, we are told that ‘new regulations will come into force in autumn 2026’. However, as the Joint Committee on Human Rights has rightly observed, much will depend on how local authorities and courts interpret the notion of ‘reasonable contact’. Wherever possible, it should be wide and generous. If we wish to make sure that care leavers do not feel completely alone in the world, we should nurture sibling relationships. Far too often we have not done this. They are generally the most enduring relationships and have a capacity to provide a trusted person to whom you can talk about absolutely anything and whose door will never be closed to you. 
	
In response to John-Baptiste and Chamberlain’s report, Josh MacAlister has promised to invest significant amounts of money in accommodation for care leavers. Whilst the investment is well-intentioned and full details remain to be announced, there are some caveats that we should point out. The road to hell, they say, is paved with good intentions, as the Pruitt-Igoe Development in St Louis, Missouri, showed all too clearly. However, even without going to those lengths, we should keep in mind the difficulties caused when large numbers of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children were placed in hotels on the south coast of England. The last thing that we want to do is to build a number of ‘human supermarkets’ containing vulnerable young people from which organised crime gangs could obtain disposable staff for their activities. Any scheme must show that the government has learned from previous mistakes. The August 2026 report also highlighted the particular vulnerability of care leavers in prison. We must not do anything which increases the number of care leavers who find themselves in such institutions.

Rodney Noon
October 2026
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