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1.

Background

The DfE published new statutory guidance in January 2014, primarily addressed to local
authorities on children who run away or go missing from home or care. The guidance was
issued under Section 7 of Local Authority Social Services Act 1970, which requires local
authorities to exercise their functions to act under the general guidance of the Secretary of
State. Local authorities must comply with the guidance unless local circumstances indicate
exceptional reasons.
Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is a key duty under Section 13 of The
Children’s Act 2004 and requires local authorities, agencies and partners to work together
effectively. When a child is missing or runs away they are at risk. Safeguarding children
therefore includes protecting them from this. It also includes planning to prevent children going
missing and to protect them when they do.
The guidance replaces the statutory guidance that was issued in 2009, it has been updated to
take account of recent developments, in particular sexual exploitation (SE).
The Protocol is based on:
•
•

•
•
•
•

2.

Working Together to Safeguard Children (2015)
Safeguarding Children and Young People from Sexual Exploitation: Supplementary
guidance to Working Together to Safeguard Children (2009) Tackling Child Sexual
Exploitation Action Plan (2011)
The Children Act 1989: Guidance and Regulations
Association of Chief Police officers (ACPO) guidance on the Management, Recording
and Investigation of Missing persons.
NSSCB Sexual Exploitation Strategy 2016
Statutory guidance on children who run away or go missing from home or care January
2014. Department for Education

Introduction

This protocol is important for the safeguarding of children in North Somerset and those using
services in the area, and describes how agencies and professionals will work together when a
child is either missing or absent. It has been developed and adopted by North Somerset Local
Safeguarding Board (NSSCB) for the use of all agencies and professionals with a responsibility
to safeguard children in this local authority.
The NSSCB expect all agencies working with children who are missing from home, care or
education to implement this protocol and to ensure that all relevant members of staff are aware
of it and how to use it.
The protocol should be used to engage partner agencies in developing preventative services
for children and young people who are at risk of running away.
This protocol is designed to support effective collaborative safeguarding response from all
agencies involved when a child goes missing. Effective assessments and support comes from
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good information sharing, joint assessments of need, joint planning and working in partnership
with families.
Assessing situations such as missing children goes beyond the actual event and needs a much
more sophisticated approach. The risk emanates from the circumstances in that child's life that
lead them to go missing and the risk does not go away just because they have returned - the
risk does not go away unless the cause has been dealt with. To consider someone who goes
missing to be at risk of harm underplays the situation - it is more helpful to consider them to be
actually suffering harm and therefore in need of safeguarding. Agencies need to be mindful
of the fact that the focus on the number of occasions where a child goes missing is not
as important as why they go missing in the first place and the increased risks they face
when they do.
The NSSCB will be responsible for ensuring an annual review of the effectiveness of all
aspects of the protocol through their quality assurance processes.

3.

Definitions

The following definitions are used in this protocol; however it should be noted that the police
only use the term ‘missing’:
 Missing: a child or young person, whose whereabouts is unknown, whatever the
circumstances of disappearance. S/he will be considered missing until located and his/her
wellbeing established.
 Child Looked After: a child or young person is looked after by North Somerset Council if s/he
is “in care” by reason of a court order, or if s/he is provided with accommodation for more than
24 hours by agreement with her/his parents or with the child if s/he is aged 16 or more.
 If the child or young person is subject to a Care Order (Section 31 of the Children Act, 1989)
or Interim Care Order (Section 38), then North Somerset Children’s Services acquire parental
responsibility and become a legal parent alongside the parent/guardian.
 If the child or young person is accommodated under S20 of The Children Act 1989, s/he is
looked after by North Somerset Council with the voluntary agreement of his/her parents, or
with the children and young person if s/he is over 16 years old. Parental responsibility remains
with the parent/guardian.
 Child: A child or young person under the age of 18 years.
 Absconded: When a children or young person has gone missing/is absent who is subject to
an order or requirement resulting from the criminal justice process (e.g. remands, curfews,
tagging, conditions of residence, ASBOs) or a secure order made in either civil or criminal
proceedings.
 Home: is defined as the permanent residence of family, relatives and friends.
 Parent: is defined as parents and carers, including friends, relatives, and private foster
carers, as applicable/ if this is the home where the child or young person is living.

4

4.

Categories of Missing

It is recognised by Avon and Somerset Police that North Somerset Children’s Services
categorise a child or young person absent from a care placement as: unauthorised absence
(no apparent risk), missing, or absconder. Such categories are not used by Avon and Somerset
Police. They solely use the term ‘missing person’. Avon and Somerset Police define a missing
person as "Anyone whose whereabouts cannot be established and they are either:
•
•

aged under 18; or
aged 18 or older, and the circumstances are out of character or the context
suggests the person may be subject of crime or at risk of harm to themselves or
another".

If a child or young person is absent from a care placement, North Somerset Children’s Services
will decide which of the three categories the absence will fit; absence (no apparent risk),
missing, or absconder.
Unauthorised absences
Some children absent themselves from care for a short period and then return, often their
whereabouts are known, or may be quickly established through contact with family or friends,
or are unknown but the children are not considered at risk. Sometimes children stay out longer
than agreed to test boundaries which is well within the range of normal teenage behaviour.
Other examples of situations where unauthorised absence will apply are:
•
•
•

Briefly running away after a dispute.
Failing to return on time
Staying at a known location with a friend.

These children have taken ‘unauthorised absence’, and would not usually come within the
police definition of ‘missing’. Instances of unauthorised absences should NOT be reported to
the Police. If a child’s whereabouts are known then the Police will not consider them as
‘missing’ (unless the absence causes concern for the safety of the child or there is potential
risk to the public). When a child is categorised as an unauthorised absence the Police cannot
enforce the return of a child. They have no power to do so if the child does not appear to be at
risk.
Children or young people who are absent from their placement can be a matter of considerable
concern to their carers and there is a need to locate them and ensure they are safe. This can
be thought of as being on a continuum, with there being little cause for concern at one end,
and with significant cause for concern at the other. Children and young people who are a few
minutes late home from school would not normally give rise to concerns; they may have missed
the bus, or they may be exhibiting normal adolescent boundary-testing, to establish the
parameters of acceptable behaviour, or to show their disagreement with aspects of their
placement. It is not helpful to consider every momentary absence as warranting a formal
missing person report. The Police are entitled to expect parents and carers, including staff
acting in a parenting role in care homes, to accept normal parenting responsibilities. Children
who are breaching parental discipline should not be dealt with by police unless there are other
5

risks. For example, a child who is late home from a party should not be regarded as missing
until the parent or carer has undertaken enquiries to find out if the child is still at the party or
has gone to a friend’s house. Once those enquiries have been completed, it may be
appropriate to report the child as missing.
If the assessment is that there is no apparent risk for their immediate safety but they are away
from their placement without permission it is still important that foster carers or residential
settings provider inform the child's social worker as soon as possible and that these incidences
are recorded by the foster carer, as the child may subsequently go missing.
If the child’s whereabouts are known or suspected, a joint decision will need to be made by the
foster carer and fostering service residential provider and child's social worker if possible as to
whether to allow the child to remain at that location, albeit temporarily, or to seek their return.
A clear assessment needs to be made by provider services in each individual case as to the
length of time that elapses before a child who is unauthorised absent needs to be recategorised as missing. All unauthorised absences must be kept under regular review by the
provider. It is important to consider whether there has been any changes to the possible risk
factors that were considered in the Risk Assessment that would increase the risk of harm e.g.
the child requires medication at a set time, weather conditions have severely deteriorated, etc.
Absconder
An absconder is a child who is absent from the foster home without permission and who is
subject to an order or requirement resulting from the criminal justice process (e.g. remands,
curfews, tagging, conditions of residence, other bail conditions, PACE detention or Civil
Injunction and Criminal Behaviour Orders A child in this category must be reported to the Police
as an absconder (and not a missing person) without delay. The Police will record this as a
Crime Related Incident and will follow normal investigative procedures, rather than missing
persons procedures. Providers must also inform the child's social worker or the Emergency
Duty Team
Providers should continue to make appropriate enquiries with other children in placement or
by telephone with any people who may be able to assist with the investigation, unless they are
requested not to do so by the Police. All information gleaned from these enquiries should be
passed to the Police.
When a child is found or returns to their placement the provider will need to reassure the child
of their commitment to them, as well as expressing their concern for the child's safety. The
child might need to have the opportunity to talk to a person independent of the foster home, or
residential setting ideally prior to returning to the placement. It will be essential to assess their
needs so that appropriate services and additional support can be provided,
In deciding the category of absence, all relevant circumstances of the child or young person
and their absence must be considered. This will include detailed consideration of:
 The circumstances of the absence.
 The child or young person's care plan.
 The age of the child or young person
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 The maturity of the child or young person.
 Any physical or cognitive disability of the child or young person.
 Any continuing or urgent need for the child or young person to have medication or other
medical treatment.
 The legal status of the child or young person.
 Previous behaviour and history of the child or young person or young person.
 Danger posed by the child to themselves or others.
 General vulnerability of the child or young person.
 The child or young person’s disposition towards drug/substance abuse.
 Whether the child or young person is perceived as running to, or running from, someone or
something.
 Any circumstances within the placement, say with carers or other residents that may be
relevant to the absence.
 The risk of offending.
 The influence of peer groups, families or friends.
 Predatory influences on the child or young person. These may relate to others wanting to
use the child or young person for crime, sex or drugs.
 Any known risk of abduction.
 Environmental factors including weather, time of year, community events or tensions.

Missing Child
At some point, depending upon the child or young person's circumstances, their absence will
give rise to justifiable concern and require a formal missing person report to the police. This
decision should not be taken in isolation, residential staff should consult with the senior
member on duty and foster carers should liaise with the child or young person's social worker
or EDT staff. The situation should be kept under constant review and changes in circumstances
taken into account. However, if they are not readily available a decision must be made on the
basis of the best available information. In cases of doubt it may also be appropriate to discuss
the case with a local police supervisor.
All agencies must report "missing" occurrences to the police, once initial responsibilities to
locate them have been fulfilled. Where a missing child is believed to be at risk of immediate
harm, this should be reported to the Police immediately by dialling 999. Other reports should
be made by calling 101.
Each case must be decided on merit and a formal missing person report to the police may be
actioned earlier in some circumstances than in others. Indeed for a small number of children
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or young people it may be appropriate to report them as a missing person immediately.
Normally this will have been previously agreed as part of the Care Plan because of their
vulnerability.
The fact that the child or young person may have gone missing on a number of previous
occasions does not reduce the risk. In fact, children or young people who repeatedly go
missing are often being enticed away from their placement by risky activities that they see as
exciting or by predatory influences. Furthermore, short absences may be as risky as lengthy
ones.
The immediate risks associated with going missing include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

no means of support or legitimate income
involvement in criminal activities
victim of crime
victim of abuse
alcohol/substance misuse
deterioration of mental health
missing schooling and education
increased vulnerability

Longer–term risks include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

child sexual exploitation
crime and gang affiliation
homelessness
disengagement from education
poor physical and/or mental health
long-term dependency/alcohol dependency

High Risk – the risk posed is IMMEDIATE and there are grounds for believing that the child or
young person is in danger through their own vulnerability; or may have been the victim of a
serious crime: or the risk posed is IMMEDIATE and there are SUBSTANTIAL grounds for
believing the public is in danger.
Medium Risk – the risk posed is likely to place the child or young person in danger or they
are a threat to themselves.

5.

Push and Pull factors

Children missing from home, care and education is often a symptom of wider problems in a
child’s life, any assessment must take this view, and look at any factors which may ‘push’ or
‘pull’ a child into going missing. Our knowledge and understanding of Child Sexual Exploitation
highlights that there is often a strong link between incidents of young people going missing and
concern of CSE. (Running from Hate, E Smeaton, 2013)
'Push' factors are what you'd expect - they're things that push a child away from home. They
include:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Not feeling accepted in the environment where children should be safe and happy.
Not feeling safe in the environment where children should be safe and happy
Family breakdown
Parental conflict
New family structures
Domestic violence
Mental health problems
Bullying (including issues of e-safety and image sharing etc)
Drug and alcohol misuse by family member
Teenage pregnancy - some young women run away or are forced to leave home
because they become (or fear that they may be) pregnant.
Fear of honour based violence, forced marriage or FGM

Children who run away or go missing put themselves at greater risk of harm of developing
inappropriate relationships with people who may be seeking to influence their behaviour. For
some young people, they may begin running away because of a 'push' factor, such as abuse
within their home. However, once they regularly run away they may become involved and
vulnerable to sexual exploitation.
The factors that ‘pull’ young people from home can include being pulled into activity outside of
their home, it can vary from:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Staying out with peers, boyfriends or girlfriends
Running to be near friends or family – especially when a young person is in care and
there are problems with contact arrangements
Becoming involved in risky behaviours such as substance or alcohol misuse, offending
and anti-social behaviour
Wanting freedom and independence
Being coerced into meeting perpetrators of sexual exploitation
Child trafficking
Fear of repercussion for self or family if they don’t go

Understanding why children go missing creates opportunities for agencies to identify
intervention measures that can cease or minimize repeat incidents, and to put in place safety
plans that can reduce the risk when a child runs. There also needs to be some consideration
for those children who are absent from their carers, for example children in care may
repeatedly go to locations that are known but where they have not been given permission to
be by their carers. When children have regular missing episodes, professionals must examine
why this is happening and why they refuse to come back if this is the case.
Statistics show that a child associated with organised sexual exploitation can go missing many
times which indicate that interventions for these children should be a high priority. However,
as child sexual exploitation can happen at any time of the day this should always be considered
in response to a missing child.

6.

Children Looked After - Prevention
9

Children’s social care staff must consider risk of absconding from the moment a child first
comes into care as a routine part of placement planning. When appropriate, consideration
should include the following and be recorded:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The likelihood that a young person may go missing
The level of supervision/support offered to the young person
The parents’ or carers’ view on what action they feel should be taken if the child/young
person goes missing and in what timeframes
The level of risk presented if the child/young person goes missing
Key information that would aid a child being found such as associates and locations
linked to them
Parents or carers having an up to photograph of the child to provide to the police

Where considered appropriate, the child /young person should have explained to them what
actions will be taken if they are absent without permission.

7.

Children Looked After who may have been trafficked

Some Children Looked After are unaccompanied asylum seeking children or other migrant
children and may have been trafficked into the UK and remain under the influence of those
that have trafficked them. This group of children are at high risk of going missing within one
week of becoming looked after, many within 48 hours1
Assessing the needs of these children and informing the care plan is critical as the opportunity
is very narrow. The assessment should include:
•
•
•
•

Relevant details about the child’s background before they came to the U.K
An understanding of the reasons why the child came to the U.K and
An analysis of the child’s vulnerability to remaining under the influence of traffickers
Safety measures that could be put in place to reduce the risk of being targeted

Provision may need to be made for the child to stay in a safe place before an assessment can
be undertaken and an acknowledgement that they may not be able to discuss full information
initially. Where the child is placed should not be divulged to any one making enquiries until the
enquirer’s identity and the relationship with the child has been established.
Where these situations arise the care providers must understand fully what their roles and
responsibilities are, this should be recorded in the placement plan and proportionate safety
measures put in place that keep the child safe from going missing again or from being retrafficked.
When undertaking these assessments, it will be necessary for Children’s Social Care to work
in close cooperation with the UK Human Trafficking Centre (UKHTC). Immigration staff
specialising in trafficking issues should be able to advise, in the light of the information
gathered whether the child fits the profile of a potentially trafficked child.
1

(HM Government Safeguarding Children who may have been trafficked; Practice Guidance 2011)
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It is essential that Children’s Social care continues to share information also with the police
concerning potential crimes against the child or risks to other children.

8.

Children missing education

Due to the daily contact that schools have with many children, they are often well placed to
notice when a child has gone missing. When a child or sibling group are withdrawn from school,
or appear to have gone missing, Head teachers must make every effort to trace the child as
soon as it is apparent that the period of absence is unusual in any way.
The Council’s Out of School Panel led by the Prevention and Re-Engagement Service Lead /
Virtual School Head Teacher has the responsibility on behalf of North Somerset to identify, as
far as possible to do so, children missing education and get them back into education.
All schools and the local authority should:
•
•
•

Promote good attendance and reduce absence
Ensure every pupil has access to full-time education
Act early to address patterns of absence

Parents have a duty to ensure their child of compulsory school age receives suitable full time
education. If a pupil fails to attend school or the arranged education provision, the school must
establish the reason for absence and mark the register accordingly. A majority of schools &
academies operate a first day calling system.
The school should follow up absence to:
•
•
•
•

Ascertain the reason
Ensure the proper safeguarding action is taken
Identify whether the absence is approved or not
Identify the correct code to use before entering it on the school’s electronic system.

Section 175 of the Education Act 2002 places a duty on maintained schools to exercise their
functions with a view to safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children & young people.
The same duty applies to academies, free schools and independent schools made under
section 157 of this Act.
Following 10 days of continuous unexplained absence the school (all schools) must notify the
Children Missing Education Service of the pupil missing education having made their own
enquiries & investigation and failed to establish the reason for absence. If the school is of the
belief that the pupil has moved away notification to the local authority must be made earlier.
Vulnerable children & young people with a history of poor attendance and /or welfare concerns
should be followed up immediately by the school.
Children subject to a child protection plan or children looked after must be followed up and
given immediate attention by the school. The allocated Social Worker must be notified.
Children & young people without access to education, have no school place or missing
education must be seen as vulnerable. All agencies, teams and services are encouraged to
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identify this group of children and young people and share information with the Education
Welfare Services.
The will make education enquiries and take the necessary action to ensure that the pupil has
access to their entitled fulltime education.

9.

Information Sharing

When there are concerns about a child’s safety it may be necessary to share information with
other agencies. The safety and welfare of a child must be the first consideration when making
decisions about sharing information about them. It is lawful to disclose confidential information
if it appears necessary to do so to safeguard a child in the public interest i.e. the public interest
in protecting children may override the public interest in maintaining confidentiality.
Agencies working with children and young people and their families and carers must use well
established, comprehensive, transparent and consensual information sharing systems and
processes that places the child at the centre of how their information is used.
This must be delivered in accordance with the:
•
•
•
•
•

Data Protection Act (1998)
Children Act (1989)
Human Rights Act (2000)
Children Act (2004)
And other relevant legislation and guidance.

All information obtained and shared in support of this protocol must be fully recorded within the
individual organisation’s management systems and be clearly referenced to the evidence and
the information upon which decisions have been made. This must include details for any third
parties and full details of all the information/evidence that they have supplied or been given.
Information relating to children and young people missing from home, care and education helps
the Local Authority and partners to have a picture of ‘running’ patterns in their area. Through
reporting this information to Children’s Social Care in North Somerset, they are able to monitor
the prevalence of and the responses to children who go missing, including data gathered from
NSSCB members and other stakeholders in order to understand trends and patterns.
The Declarations Desk coordinator records all Police notifications of ‘missing children’ on LCS
and if the child is allocated the relevant social worker informed. If the case is not allocated the
referral is passed to the duty social worker to follow up in Referral and Assessment.
North Somerset Data Intelligence Team is responsible for all operational and strategic
reporting for the department including reporting on the new ‘Missing’, ‘Absent’ and ‘Returned’
requirements.
Statutorily, information regarding whether a Child Looked After has gone ‘missing’ for over a
24 hour period has always been a requirement of the 903 Children Looked After Return.
However, from 2015/16, a breakdown of whether the child was missing or absent without
authorisation will be an addition to this statutory return.
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The team is currently in the process of developing a number of indicators, which will be able
to demonstrate trends in missing/ absent/ returned behaviour for individuals and amongst
groups of children and young people. This protocol is in place to ensure that information about
children who are reported missing (from home as well as care) is shared between the Police,
Children’s Social Care and specialist commissioned services.
In accordance with National Protocol the police will also inform The National Missing Person
Bureau of the case:
 In High-risk cases after a period of 3 hours has elapsed.
 In Medium-risk cases after a period of 72 hours has elapsed.
If a child or young person becomes absent whilst on an external activity, the carer or member
of staff in charge will;
 Arrange an initial search of the area the child or young person was last seen.
 Notify the local Police immediately. This should be the Police Force who are responsible for
the area where the child or young person was last seen. This report should NOT be delayed
until the carers have returned back to the care placement.
 Notify the child or young person's social worker or the accountable team manager both
locally and within the placing authority.
 Notify the emergency out of hours duty team (if applicable)
The Police decision to use the media to publicise a case should always be taken in consultation
with the Director of People and Communities. It is for the police to advise the media regarding
a missing child and to do so in the best interests and welfare of the missing child.
Data on children who go missing
Sharing information early and effectively between professionals and local agencies is essential
in identifying patterns of behaviour. Data should include the duration of missing episodes,
where the child has ‘run’ from and where they have been found, information from return
interviews and absence data from education establishments. The data will help North
Somerset identify risks in their area, such as exploitation, gangs or crime related activity and
other potential ‘hot spots’.
Data and analysis of children who go missing from home and care should be included in regular
reports to council members at Corporate Parenting Group (Children’s Champions) and in
reports to the NSSCB through the SE and Missing children sub group. Children missing from
placement without authorisation should be reported to the DfE through the annual data returns
on Children Looked After.

10.

Regional arrangements and cross-border issues

Where missing children from one local authority area present themselves in another local
authority, it is important that the authority where the child is found (also known as the receiving
authority) works with the authority where the child usually resides (also known as the home
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authority) to ensure they get access to the help and support services they need. Responsibility
for making safeguarding enquiries rests with the ‘receiving’ local authority. If this local authority
is not the one in which the child normally resides, it may negotiate with the ‘home’ local
authority to continue with these enquires.
When a North Somerset child goes missing and presents in another local authority, the
expectation is that the allocated social worker from North Somerset will work proactively with
the receiving authority to follow up on the missing child, remain involved and familiarise
themselves with the local protocol.
Avon and Somerset Constabulary works closely with relevant forces to ensure that young
people who run away and present themselves in another area are protected and returned to
their family or placement with due care and consideration being taken for their welfare.
For young people who present in North Somerset when missing, North Somerset social
workers/police will take appropriate steps to ensure the safety of that child and liaise with their
home authority.
Young people from other local authorities placed in North Somerset will be offered Return
Interviewed by their home authority unless other arrangements are negotiated with North
Somerset Social Care.

11.

Responding to the needs of children who go missing

The principles are:
•
•

•

•
•

12.

The safety and welfare of the child is paramount
Locating and returning the child to a safe environment is the main objective - it must
always be considered whether the child’s home address is a safe environment to return
them to
Child Protection Procedures will be initiated by Children’s Social Care whenever there
are concerns that a child who is missing may be at risk of significant harm and a strategy
discussion and Sect 47 enquiries initiated
The Police will act on any report of a child missing in line with their definition
All children who go missing will be receive a safe and well check from police on their
return and a Return Interview from an identified independent professionals (see section
15 for more details)

Risk Assessments

The Police will prioritise all incidents of children categorised as ‘missing’ from home or care as
medium or high risk. A missing child incident would be prioritised as ‘high’ risk if:
•
•

The risk posed is immediate and there are substantial grounds for believing the child is
in danger through their own vulnerability
The child may have been the victim of a serious crime
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•

The risk posed is immediate and there are substantial grounds for believing that the
public is in danger

The high risk category requires immediate deployment of police resources and the police
guidance is clear that a member of the senior management team or similar command level
must be involved. There should be a media strategy, close contact with the partner’s agencies,
and support for the family put in place. Missing Persons Bureau should be notified immediately
along with Child Exploitation On-line Protection (CEOP) and Local Authorities.
A missing child incident would be prioritised as ‘medium’ risk where the risk is likely to place
the child in danger or where they are a threat to themselves or others. This category requires
both a measured but active response by the police and other agencies in order to locate the
missing child and to offer support to the person or persons reporting the missing episode. A
proactive investigation and search will be undertaken to locate the missing child as soon as
possible.

13.

Police notifications

Police notify Children’s Social Care through the GSCX system of young children under 18
years who go missing from home and care. This includes both new reports on ‘Missing’ and
‘Found’ Safeguarding reports on a daily basis.
The missing person’s notification gives details of the reference number, the name and DOB of
the child ‘missing’ the address they are missing from, the date they were reported missing and
also provides an update on where and in what circumstances the child was located or found.

14.

Children’s Services

All Police notifications of children missing from home and care will be recorded on LCS. The
Decs Desk Coordinators will record all Police notifications of ‘missing children’ and ‘found’, and
if the child is allocated the relevant Social Worker or Youth Offending Service informed.
If the case is not allocated, a copy of the missing and found report is passed to the CSE /
Missing Coordinator who will reassign the case to the appropriate Locality Team Duty Inbox.
The Locality Team Leader will then arrange for an independent worker to complete a Return
from Missing Interview (RFM) and SERAF wherever possible within 72 hours of the child being
found.
Prior to interview, the independent worker must also contact the YOS, HIF and Early Help to
establish prior to interview whether the child is known to these services.
The independent worker will then complete the interview where possible and will discuss the
outcomes of the RFM Interview and SERAF with their Team Leader to consider which of the
following assessments are appropriate.
•
•

Early Help Assessment
Single Assessment
15

•
•
•

Strategy Meeting/Discussion
Sect 47 Enquiries
Referral to the Barnardo’s BASE Project

In order to triangulate the information on children missing from home and care the independent
worker must undertake enquires of the Out of School Panel to ascertain whether the child is
also missing from education.
There is no data protection issue in sharing missing person’s reports. The Force Data
Protection Office (Corporate Information Management) recognises that there is a clear policing
purpose due to the inherent risks associated with a missing child enquiry and the Police must
take reasonable steps to locate the missing child and with a view to determining that they are
safe and well.
I.e. The Missing Persons Co-ordinator (Police) routinely makes contact with a social worker if
a young person is missing from care or a safeguarding need is identified. If there is no social
worker involved this will result in a referral to Children’s Social Care so as not to rely solely on
the content of the routine notification. By sharing this information it is expected that joint
responsibility will be taken to identify the issues and future safeguarding arrangements.
The Police notification process refers exclusively to reports of ‘missing’ persons; it does NOT
include incidents of absences which do not carry any perceived risk. For children and young
people that have been reported as absent i.e. not where they are expected or required to be,
there is a facility within LCS to record this. They are recorded as Observations with a subject
title of Child reported absent by the social worker.
Once the child has returned an observation is recorded by the social worker with a subject title
of Child Reported Returned.

15.

Managing the Return

The attitude of professionals such as the police officers and social workers towards a child that
has gone missing can have a big impact on how they will engage with investigations and
protection planning. However “streetwise” they may appear they are children and may be
vulnerable to multiple risks. Indeed, any professional who perceives a child to be “streetwise”
needs to recognise that this is an unconscious bias - such behaviours are in fact an indicator
that the child is at heightened risk and may in fact be being abused. Actively listening and
responding to a child’s needs in a supportive approachable way will have a greater chance of
preventing the child from going missing again and safeguarding them against further ‘risks’2
While the child is still missing, plans should be put in place across relevant agencies to ensure
that the return is managed effectively This will be especially important for those children who
are considered as High Risk, are being harmed and/or are frequently reported as missing. In
particular, in planning for their return, consideration should be given to:
•
2

how the child will be supported and approached on the first contact

CSN Policy Briefing DFE Statutory Guidance on children who run away etc from home and care
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•
•

appropriate accommodation for their return should the place from which they went
missing not be safe;
and how the child should most appropriately be debriefed.

If it is considered that the place where they live is no longer appropriate, the location to
which they are to be returned should be considered at an early stage as part of the multiagency strategy discussions. It might be necessary to consider options such as an
emergency placement to cover the initial period following their return.

16.

Safe and Well Checks – This is NOT a return interview

There is a responsibility on the Police to ensure that a child who has gone missing, when found,
is safe and well and has an opportunity to disclose any relevant issues. This is achieved
through the Police Safe and Well Check conducted by the Police. The purpose is to check for
any indications that the child has suffered harm, where and with whom they have been, and to
give them the opportunity to disclose any offending by or against them. The Police Safe and
Well Check should therefore be carried out as soon as possible and normally within 24 hours
after the child, reported as missing, has been found.
While this may be difficult and sometimes the child will be unwilling to speak to a police officer,
every effort must be made to encourage them to do so. The completion of the Police Safe and
Well Check is recorded on the missing person’s report, together with all relevant information
gathered. Where a face-to-face Safe and Well Check cannot be undertaken, such that proof
of life cannot be achieved, the authority of a Superintendent will be required before the report
can be closed.
Safe and Well checks and independent return home interviews also provide an important
opportunity to inform case planning, wider strategic planning and for professionals to ‘hear the
child’s voice’. The completion of the Police Safe and Well Check must be recorded on the
Police missing person report, together with all relevant information gathered so that they can
be shared with other professionals.
Where a child goes missing frequently a reasonable decision should be taken between the
police, child’s social worker, the child’s parents or carers. with regard to the frequency of such
checks bearing in mind the established links between missing episodes and serious harm,
which could include honour marriage, bullying or sexual exploitation. This will inform safety
planning for the child.

17.

Return from Missing Interview

When a child is found, they must be offered a Return from Missing (RFM) interview by an
independent worker. The interview provides the opportunity to uncover information that can
help protect children from the risk of going missing again, from risks that may have been
exposed to while missing or that they may have been exposed to within their home or care
setting. A SERAF must also be completed during this interview.
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RFM interviews will be overseen by the Locality Team Leader in the locality in which the child
or young person normally resides (or the Team Leader of the Resource Service for Children
Looked After). The CSE/Missing Coordinator will be notified when the child goes missing and
when the child has been found. It is the responsibility of the allocated Team Leader of the
locality team in which the child resides (or the Team Leader of the Resource Service for
children looked after) to ensure that the return interview happens.
The RFM interview should be carried out within 72 hours of the child returning to their home or
care setting and the interview recorded on the RFM form on the child’s LCS file. If the interview
results in negative information provided to the interviewer about the social worker or foster
carer the child should be offered the opportunity to make a complaint under the North Somerset
Complaints procedure.
A copy of the return home interview should be sent electronically by secure e-mail to the Police.
If this is not possible, the CSE/Missing Coordinator should print the RFM form manually and
pass to the Police Missing Person’s Coordinator at the fortnightly Missing Children’s Review
Group.
Where a RFM interview is not carried out, the reasons for this must be recorded on the RFM
interview form on the child’s LCS file and the Missing Persons Coordinator (Police) informed.
The Police will attach the electronic copy of the return home interview to the missing person
report on their Intelligence and Crime Recording System, to enable the Police to play their full
part in any multi-agency safeguarding discussions, planning and action, including steps to help
prevent further missing episodes, and to help locate and safeguard the child should they go
missing again, including the planning for, and management of, their safe return.
The interview should be in-depth and is best carried out by an independent worker such as
those who have been trained and now form a virtual team, and not someone involved in caring
for the child. In cases where a risk of CSE is identified, the interviewer will be someone trained
to carry out these interviews and able to follow up any actions that may emerge with regard to
SE. An exception maybe where a child has a strong relationship with their social worker and
has expressed a preference to talk to them about why they went missing. Children sometimes
need to build up trust with a person before they will discuss in depth the reasons why they ran
away.
An interpreter must be used if necessary.
Interviews should be held in a place where the child feels safe (such as education settings)
and provide an opportunity to hear from the child about why they went missing and to
understand the risks faced by the child while missing. Every child must be offered an RFM
interview when they have been reported ‘found’.
The assessment should include an assessed view regarding the likelihood that the child will
go missing again; an understanding of why they went missing, what happened while they were
missing, what support they require on returning home or to their care placement; what advice
was given to the young person to reduce risk when missing.
The assessment of whether the child might run away again should be based on:
•

their individual circumstances, including family
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•
•
•
•
•

their motivation for going missing
where they have been and with whom
recent patterns of missing or absences
individual circumstances in which the child was found or retuned
Individual risk factors such as mental health, depression, physical and learning
disabilities.

Where children refuse to engage with the independent worker, parents and carers should be
given the opportunity to provide relevant information and intelligence of which they may be
aware. The child’s refusal to engage must be recorded on the RFM interview form on LCS.
Residential setting staff and foster carers should continue to offer warm and consistent care
when a child returns, running away should not be seen as behaviour that needs to be punished,
the need for safe and reliable care may be particularly significant for a child who faces pressure
to run away or runs away as a developed emotional coping strategy as a result of
circumstances beyond their carer’s control.

16.

Children missing from home

There is an expectation that parents, carers and guardians will report to the Police if their child
is missing once initial responsibilities to locate them have been fulfilled. Where a missing child
is believed to be at risk of immediate harm, this should be reported to the Police immediately
by dialling 999. Other reports should be made by calling 101.
If a parent reports that their child has gone missing to Children’s Social Care they should be
advised to report this information to the Police. If it comes to the attention of any agency that
a child is missing, they must advise the parents/carers of their responsibility to report this
matter to the Police. They also need to advise the parent of the agency’s duty to ensure that
the matter is reported and if necessary follow this up by contacting the Police themselves to
ensure they have been notified.
On locating the child, if a police officer has reasonable cause to believe that a child would
otherwise be likely to suffer significant harm if returned home (an immediate risk), they may
remove the child to suitable accommodation and Children’s Social Care must be notified and
involved in this decision-making process. Child Protection processes will be initiated
An evaluation of whether the child is likely to run away from home in the future will be one of
the factors that inform the level of risk posed to the child, and the decision as to whether a
referral to Children’s Social care is appropriate. The assessment of whether a young person
might run away again should be based on information about their:
•
•
•
•

individual circumstances, including family circumstances in which the child has gone
missing;
motivation for running;
possible destination; and
recent pattern of absences (if any).
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When young people missing from home are located but have not been reported missing to the
police by their families, further investigation might be warranted. It may be necessary to inquire
into whether there are any continuing safeguarding concerns,
•
•
•

under Section 47 Children Act 1989 where there is reasonable cause to suspect a child
is at risk of significant harm
under Section 17 Children Act 1989 to decide whether a child is in need
or if the child is not known to Children’s Social Care and where there are concerns about
a child returning from a missing episode would benefit from a multi-agency package of
support through an Early Help Assessment process to prevent further episodes of going
missing.

Consideration should be given to carrying out a new assessment every time a young person
runs away by Children’s Social Care. The persistence of this behaviour would suggest at least
that the action following from earlier assessments should be reviewed and alternative options
considered.

19.

Children missing from care

Children in care in North Somerset depend on the Local Authority to act as a responsible
corporate parent to ensure that it is discharging its corporate parenting responsibilities. The LA
must:
•
•
•

Assess their needs
Ensure they receive appropriate support and services
Enable all the children that it looks after to achieve the best possible outcomes.

Where young people are missing from their residential or foster care placements it is essential
that the professionals and agencies concerned are informed and that they work closely
together to respond to the incident in a timely way to locate the child as quickly as possible.
Where a missing child is believed to be at risk of immediate harm, this should be reported to
the Police immediately by dialling 999. Other reports should be made by calling 101.
It is important to recognise that given the vulnerability of some children in care, it may be
necessary to take additional measures to ensure that they are effectively safeguarded and
protected from exploitation.
Whenever a child runs away from a placement, the foster carer or the manager on duty in the
residential care setting are responsible for ensuring that the following individuals and agencies
are informed immediately as set out in this protocol.
•
•

the local police;
the authority responsible for the child’s placement – if they have not already been
notified prior to the police being informed that the child is absent. In the first instance
the notification should be by phone followed up by email/written confirmation. It will not
be enough just to notify the social worker. The registered manager of the residential
setting or the Independent fostering service are responsible for ensuring that the
accountable manager in the local authority has received notification and have initiated
20

•

appropriate actions. In addition the Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) and
CSE/Missing Coordinator should also receive notification that a Child Looked After is
missing.
parents and any other persons with parental responsibility must be informed as soon as
possible that their child is missing unless there are good reasons connected with the
child’s welfare for this to be inappropriate (e.g. young people running away from the
threat of honour marriage or other safeguarding issues). Agreement must be reached
between the carer and the social worker as to which professional will be responsible for
informing the parents – this will usually be the child’s social worker. A record must be
made as to when parents have been informed, and what information has been given to
them. If no information is given, why not and who made that decision.

Carers and residential staff should continue to make appropriate enquiries with other residents
who may be able to assist with the investigation. Throughout this process in this protocol,
residential staff and foster carers must keep a full record of all actions taken and any messages
either received or given.

20.

Locating the child and follow up actions

Once the child has been located, it will be essential to assess their needs so that they can be
referred to appropriate services. North Somerset as a local authority will ensure plans are in
place in order to respond promptly once the child is located to arrange for the child’s return.
The Police have no powers to use force to take children into their protection. There will be
occasions when a child is in a location that may be unsuitable but where:
•
•

there would be no legal grounds for taking them into police protection or
doing so would be unsustainable because of the child’s unwillingness to cooperate In
these circumstances the police and the social worker and their line manager will need
to liaise to discuss what steps to take to safeguard the child’s welfare.

The child’s social worker, their line manager and the IRO should consider bringing forward a
Child Looked After Review, particularly if there are significant changes to the Care Plan and
the Placement Information Record (PIR) need to be made.
Children Looked After are disproportionately vulnerable to grooming and sexual exploitation, it
is therefore crucial that there is clarity and consistency about who should do what when a Child
Looked After goes missing and that risk management plans for individual children are
developed and acted upon .Reports about Children Looked After missing from their care
placement must be routinely provided to senior managers in the Local Authority at the
Corporate Parenting Board (Children’s Champions) and through the Sexual Exploitation and
Missing Sub group of the Safeguarding Board
The child’s records including the care plan will assist in identifying any concerns about their
care and any patterns of absence in situations where the child persistently goes missing from
their care placements. All care plans are kept under review and chaired by an IRO who
considers the plan and makes decisions to amend as necessary in the light of a change in
circumstances and further knowledge or historical information.
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The IRO is also responsible for monitoring the implementation and management of the plan
outside of the Child Looked After Review.
Where children in care have established a pattern of going absent from placements, their care
plan should include a strategy to minimise any risk to the child, or to consider whether it may
be necessary to look for an alternative placement in order to keep them safe.
The statutory review provides an opportunity to ensure that their care plan has been
appropriately amended to address the reasons why the child was absent and that it includes a
strategy to prevent re-occurrence should the child go missing in future. i.e. where a child goes
missing from their placement to have more contact with family or where there is evidence that
a child is vulnerable to sexual exploitation. Consideration should be given as to whether the
placement is able to put in place a strategy to minimise any risk to the child, check that the
placement remains suitable for meeting the child’s needs or whether it may be necessary to
look for an alternative placement in order to keep the child safe.
In addition to the care plan a placement information record is completed between the placing
social worker and the placement provider on placement. This sets out the expectations on how
the provider will meet the child’s needs and maintain the child’s routines.
The allocated social worker should advise the child’s’ parents/carers and agencies of the
child’s return without delay unless inappropriate for good reasons to do with the child’s welfare.
Any reasons for not informing should be clearly recorded on LCS

21. Placement matters
The National Minimum Standards (NMS) for Children’s Homes and those for Fostering
Services (2011) set out basic expectations about how providers should take into account the
needs of the children placed with them. The NMS for fostering services require providers to
have explicit policies and procedures in place and must be followed whenever a child is missing
from their care placement without authority.
These policies are expected to be compatible with this protocol established by the Police and
the Local Authority that operate in the area where the foster placement is located. Standard 5
of The Fostering services: National Minimum Standards (2011) specifies the responsibilities of
Fostering Services and Foster Carers in relation to children who go missing from care. It is
expected that Fostering Services and Foster carers follow this protocol and take appropriate
action to find children who have gone missing.
The Children’s Home Regulations requires providers to have explicit procedures in place to
prevent children going missing and to take action when they do. The policy must specify the
procedures to be followed and the roles and responsibilities when a child is absent. The NMS
specifies that staff should actively search for children and, where appropriate, work with the
police.

22.

Support for 16- and 17-year-olds
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Some 16 and 17-year-olds have greater independence from their parents and carers and
choose to leave home. However, when a 16 or 17 year old runs away or goes missing they
are no less vulnerable than younger children to sexual exploitation or involvement with gangs
A 16/17 year old may present as homeless and North Somerset as the local authority must
assess their need as for any other child. Where the outcome of the assessment indicates that
the child is in need and requires accommodation North Somerset must provide accommodation
for any “child in need” within their area who meets the criteria3.
Local authorities must also provide accommodation for a “child in need” who is over 16 and
whose welfare is likely to be seriously prejudiced if they do not provide him or her with
accommodation4
Statutory guidance was issued in April 2010 to children services authorities and local housing
authorities about their duties under part 3 of the Children Act 1989 and part 7 of the housing
Act 1996 to secure or provide accommodation for homeless 16 and 17 year old5.
When a 16-17 year old presents as homeless, the Southwark ruling states that it should be
Children’s Social Care rather than Housing who undertake an assessment.
The accommodation provided must be suitable; risk assessed and meets the full range of the
child’s needs. i.e the accommodation may include provision of specialist support for those
children who have been sexually exploited.
Bed and breakfast (B&B) is not considered suitable for any child under the age of 18
years even if it is on an emergency basis.

23.

Out of Area placements

For some children in care, an appropriate placement may be one outside of the area. When a
child is placed out of the authority, the responsible authority must make sure the child has
access to services they need. The home authority and other services must be notified of the
placement.
If children placed out of authority run away the local protocol for that authority should be
followed, in addition to complying with other processes that are specified in the policy of the
responsible local authority to include return home interviews.
The expectation is that the child’s allocated social worker in North Somerset remain actively
involved in the case, familiarise themselves with the local protocol and remain informed and
follow up on the missing incident. It is essential that liaison between the police and
3
4

Source. Section 20(1) of the Children Act 1989
Source. Section 20(3) CA 1989

5

DFE: provision of accommodation for 16/17 year olds young people who may be homeless and or require accommodation

Be
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professionals in both authorities is coordinated and well managed as it is possible that the child
will return to the area, a notification process for missing and away from placement without
authorisation should be agreed between responsible and host authorities.

24.

Children subject to a Child protection Plan who goes missing

The unexplained, continuous absence of any child who is subject to a Child Protection Plan
must be treated as the highest priority. It is the responsibility of the child’s social worker to
ensure that a Strategy Meeting in line with local procedures is convened as soon as is
practicably possible. Representatives from the police should attend the meeting along with
other agencies involved with the child, particularly members of the core group. Consideration
should also be given to convening a Child Protection Review Conference in order to
reassess the risk and to update the Child Protection Plan.
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