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Foreword

Susan Hall AM
Chairman of the Police and Crime Committee

Thousands of children go missing in London each year, and many go missing more than
once. However, the true scale of the problem is unknown as many incidents of missing
children — perhaps even the majority — are not reported to the police.

The London Assembly Police and Crime Committee launched an investigation to better
understand the reasons why children go missing, and how services can better prevent
children from going missing and find and protect those that do.

Throughout this investigation, the Committee heard troubling details on the level of
hardship facing many children in London. It is those children with experience of poverty,
conflict in the home, trauma and the care system that are also the most at risk of going
missing.

When a child does go missing, they are exposed to the most appalling harms, including
criminal and sexual exploitation. While over 90 per cent of missing child incidents are
resolved within two days in London, the Committee heard evidence of how children can
experience harm in missing incidents that last only a few hours.

Every incident of a missing child requires a full safeguarding response, but the Committee is
concerned that this is not currently being delivered. We heard how families and carers face
frustrating delays when reporting missing children and sometimes receive inaccurate
information from police call handlers. We also heard how assessments and responses to
missing children are inconsistent across the Met’s Basic Command Units and that police
respond in a disjointed way when a child goes missing across police service boundaries.

We were also concerned to hear that when a child returns home after a missing incident,
opportunities to understand what happened and to prevent future missing incidents are
often missed.

Throughout the investigation, we have noted issues with the quality and availability of data.
The lack of London-wide data that can tell us why children go missing is particularly
concerning, including what drives the overrepresentation of Black children in missing child
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figures. If we do not fully understand the drivers, services cannot target effective
interventions to prevent children from going missing.

The Committee is grateful to all those that contributed evidence to the investigation both
through attending Committee meetings and sending written submissions. | am especially
thankful for the five young people from the GLA Peer Outreach Team who shared their
expertise and personal stories.

This report makes several recommendations, directed largely at the Mayor, the Mayor’s
Office for Policing and Crime and the Metropolitan Police Service. These are constructive
recommendations for how we can better protect children in London at risk of going missing
and | hope they are taken forward positively. Throughout this report, | have been reminded
how the issue of missing children is all our responsibility. | hope this report offers a timely
reminder to us all about the need to protect children from harm.

When it comes to missing children, we should all have the aspiration of ‘vision zero’. The
more we work towards this goal, the fewer children will go missing.
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Executive summary

In 2022-23, 9,370 children went missing in London.! Many of these children went missing
more than once, resulting in 29,455 separate missing incidents being recorded by the
Metropolitan Police Service (the Met).2 The figure is probably much higher, as many
incidents of missing children are not reported to the police.

In September 2022, the London Assembly Police and Crime Committee launched an
investigation into missing children in London. The aims of the investigation were to better
understand the reasons children go missing, and how the Mayor’s Office for Policing and
Crime (MOPAC) and the Met are working to prevent and respond to incidents of children
going missing.

To inform this investigation, the Committee held a public meeting with guests from the Met,
MOPAC, the London Borough of Haringey and three voluntary organisations. The Committee
also held a private meeting with five Peer Outreach Workers between the ages of 17 and
25.3 Peer Outreach Workers comprise a group of young Londoners, commissioned by the
Mayor to help shape policy, strategy and services. The Committee also received 18 written
responses to its call for evidence.* The Committee is grateful to all those who gave their
time and expertise to this investigation.

The findings of the Committee’s investigation are set out in detail in this report, and include
the following as a summary:

e The collection of data on the underlying reasons children go missing is poor. There is
also little understanding of what drives the overrepresentation of Black children in
missing-child figures.

e The reasons children go missing are varied and complex, and efforts to prevent
children from going missing must therefore be far-reaching. A safe home
environment is the biggest protective factor to stop a child going missing, but
safeguarding is everyone’s business and requires a city-wide response.

e The Committee is concerned that the provision of the Met’s Safer Schools Officers is
inconsistent; and that they do not always work effectively enough with partners to
safeguard children at risk.

e Families face frustrating delays and inaccurate information when reporting missing
incidents to the Met. Low trust and confidence in the police may make parents and

! Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See the data here.

2 Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See the data here.

3 Meeting information and transcript for the public meeting can be found here. No transcript of the private
meeting has been published to protect the privacy of young people. Four of the five participants were under
21.

4 All written responses are published here.



https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
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carers reluctant to report children missing, and encourage them to search for their
children themselves.

e The Met’s response to missing children is inconsistent across its Basic Command
Units (BCUs), including communication with parents; attendance at multi-agency
meetings; and how it determines when a child does and does not require an urgent
police response. The Committee is concerned that not every child is receiving an
effective and proportionate police response when they go missing.

e Children who are missing and have been exploited into criminal activity should be
seen first and foremost as victims, and everything should be done to avoid the
criminalisation of a child. Evidence received by the Committee suggests this is not
always happening in practice.

e Children in care are at heightened risk of going missing, and many will go missing
frequently. Improvements have been made to how the Met and social care providers
respond to missing incidents involving care-experienced children. However, further
improvements are needed to ensure all missing incidents are being logged, recorded
and responded to effectively.

e Children often go missing across BCUs or police service boundaries, especially
children in care who are placed outside their home borough. Responses to these
children can become fractious between different missing-persons’ teams, hindering
effective responses to highly vulnerable children.

e Not all children who return home after a missing episode receive an effective
response from services. Information gathered from the return-home process is not
effectively used to inform long-term safeguarding plans.

The Committee makes 17 recommendations, which are set out below.

Recommendations

Recommendation 1

MOPAC should work with the Met and London boroughs to agree a standardised process for
reporting data from each missing-child report, and from Police Prevention Interviews and
Return Home Interviews conducted in London, with the aim of publishing a ‘missing children
in London’ dataset by the end of 2023, and annually thereafter. The dataset will improve
understanding of the causes of children going missing and help services to better allocate
resources towards prevention.

Recommendation 2

By December 2023, MOPAC should conduct research to understand the overrepresentation
of Black children in reported missing-children figures. The review should inform targeted
interventions to reduce the number of Black children going missing.
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Recommendation 3
The Mayor should explore the opportunity to declare City Hall a safe haven for all children
who feel at risk, threatened or in danger.

Recommendation 4

As part of its review into Safer Schools Officers, MOPAC should assess whether all Safer
Schools Officers are fully trained to recognise risk factors for missing children; and are able
to deliver an effective safeguarding response to at-risk children in partnership with
children’s services.

Recommendation 5

The Mayor, government and relevant partners should work to minimise the use of hotels to
accommodate unaccompanied children seeking asylum, in a way that protects them from
exploitation.

Recommendation 6

By December 2023, MOPAC should conduct a review of the experiences of parents, carers
and staff in reporting children missing in London. The results of this review should be used
to shape a joint MOPAC-Met strategy to improve the process for reporting missing children,
including how it will upskill 999 and 101 call handlers to provide appropriate and accurate
advice.

Recommendation 7
The Met should attend all multi-agency strategy meetings for children who are missing or at
risk of going missing, or who have a history of missing incidents.

Recommendation 8

By December 2023, MOPAC should develop comprehensive guidance on how BCUs can
work with voluntary sector services to enhance responses to missing children, including
more active use of the text-safe service.

Recommendation 9

By December 2023, the Met should review how it assesses risk in missing child cases and
how different thresholds trigger different police responses. This review should be conducted
with London boroughs, care providers and relevant voluntary organisations, with the aim of
producing a jointly agreed risk assessment that is made available to all relevant services.

Recommendation 10

The Met should write to all London boroughs, children’s care services and relevant
voluntary organisations to clarify its policies that inform safeguarding and operational
responses to children who are both missing and wanted.

Recommendation 11

By December 2023, MOPAC and the Met should review the implementation of the
Philomena Protocol to assess whether it is having its desired impact and whether any
improvements can be made.

Recommendation 12
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For children in care who are placed within London, but outside their home area, the Met
should establish clear processes between the home BCU and the destination BCU, or
neighbouring police service, to facilitate effective information exchange and joint
attendance at strategy meetings; and to ensure that, in the event of any future missing
incident, there is an effective joint response.

Recommendation 13

The National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) should maintain a national directory of phone
numbers and emails for missing-children’s teams in each police service across England and
Wales. MOPAC should write to the NPCC to request this.

Recommendation 14
By December 2023, the Met should conduct a review of Police Prevention Interviews
delivered in 2022-23, to include:
e the number of children who received an interview
e whether they were conducted face-to-face or over the phone
e whether they were conducted with the young person, or the parent or guardian
e whether a child willingly engaged
e whether a child made a significant disclosure
e the outcome of the interview.

The Met should share its findings with the Police and Crime Committee.

Recommendation 15
By December 2023, the Met should establish standardised principles for effective delivery of
Police Prevention Interviews. This should include:
e specialist, trained officers in plain clothes to conduct each interview
e achild who goes missing on multiple occasions to receive an interview with the same
officer, wherever possible
e interviews conducted alongside a child’s social worker/support worker where
appropriate
e improved sharing of information with borough safeguarding teams and social care
partners.

Recommendation 16

In 2023, MOPAC should work with the Met, London boroughs and organisations involved in
the delivery of Return Home Interviews in London to establish a standardised approach to
this delivery, to ensure every returning child is guaranteed a consistent experience that is
based on best practice.

Recommendation 17

To fulfil commitments in the Mayor’s Police and Crime Plan, MOPAC should fund projects
designed to provide longer-term support for children who have returned from a missing
incident.



Missing children in London — Police and Crime Committee
April 2023 11

Chapter one: missing children in London

The scale of missing children in London

During this investigation, whilst reviewing responses given as part of Mayor’s Questions in
June 2022 and January 2023, the Committee raised concerns with the Met on the quality of
the data it had provided. This was due to the sum of figures for ‘individuals’ not matching
the totals given, and differences between the datasets as well as data published on the
National Crime Agency (NCA) website.® The Met confirmed that the data previously
provided in response to Mayor’s Questions were incorrect and provided updated data to
the Committee on 5 April 2023.7 This report has relied on this refreshed data. The
Committee has asked the Met when responses to Mayor’s Questions and data provided to
the NCA will be corrected for accuracy. Additionally, the Committee notes concern that
while the total number of individual children going missing per year is clear, recording of
ethnicity in incidents of children going missing multiple times has led to unclear data for
individuals by demographic group.

In 2022-23, 9,370 children went missing in London.® Many of these children went missing
more than once, resulting in 29,455 separate missing incidents being recorded by the Met.
In written evidence provided to the Committee, Missing People said the true number of
missing children is probably much higher, as up to two in three missing incidents are not
reported to the police.’

5 London Assembly, Question — missing children, 25 January 2023; London Assembly, Question — missing
children, 22 June 2023.

6 NCA, Statistical Tables for UK Missing Persons Unit Data Report 2020-21, August 2022

7 This data is taken from Merlin, the Met’s database for recording the details of children and young people
aged 17 and under. The Met has informed the Committee that: “The MERLIN system allows officers to enter
multiple ethnicities against the same person. Doing so would result in the same individual being counted
separately within different ethnicity categories. However, that person would still only be counted as one
individual in the total overall. It is also possible for an individual to go missing more than once and have a
different ethnicity entered on each occasion. Hence, totals for each ethnicity group being more than the
overall total.” Because of these discrepancies, this report largely focuses on incidents data.

8 Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See the data here.

9 Missing People, written evidence, February 2023



https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/missing-children-8
https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/missing-children-6
https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/missing-children-6
https://missingpersons.police.uk/cy-gb/resources/downloads/missing-persons-statistical-bulletins
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
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Missing children in London, by year
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Source: data provided to the Committee by the Met.

Commander Kevin Southworth, Met Police, told the Committee that over 90 per cent of
missing child cases in London are now resolved within 48 hours.° In written evidence sent
to the Committee in January 2023, the Met said it currently had 104 child missing cases
recorded on its Merlin system that were open beyond seven days and subject to
investigation.!! It said 65 of these cases had remained open for between seven days and
three months.!?

While longer missing incidents are highly concerning, Sarah Parker, Catch22, said children
can face significant harm even in incidents that are resolved very quickly.'3 For example, she
told the Committee that children who are missing for only a very short period may still
“have witnessed some really horrific things and experienced some terrible things”. In
written evidence, The Children’s Society said:

“Exploiters continue to change the way in which they groom and exploit young people
and understand that young people missing for an extended amount of time may
result in an investigation. As such, they are more wary of the length of time young
people are missing and [it] may only be a few hours where they are absent from
school/home/care, yet they are still at significant risk and harm.”**

The Children’s Society

10 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.4

11 police and Crime Committee, Response from Met to London Assembly meeting, January 2023

12 The Met explained: “There are a number of further cases which are historic and which present in an
alternative context; such as homicides where the body has not been located and parental child abductions
where a child has been taken outside of the UK. The figure quoted therefore gives a far more realistic count of
cases of missing children in London remaining open beyond seven days.”

13 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.6

14 The Children’s Society, written evidence, February 2023



https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/documents/s103284/04b%20Appendix%202%20-%20Response%20from%20MPS%20Missing%20Children.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
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On 9 June 2022, the London Assembly agreed a motion that the Mayor and MOPAC should
implement a vision zero strategy for missing children.® In response to the motion, the
Mayor said: “We should have aspirations of zero children going missing, just like we have an
aspiration for zero homicides as well and | am really keen to work with partners to make
sure we can fulfil that aspiration”.1®

Why children in London go missing

The Committee was told that the children most at risk of going missing are those who face
significant instability or challenges in their lives, such as poverty, conflict in the home or
experience of the care system.

The majority of respondents to the written call for evidence said challenges at home were a
reason for a child to go missing.?” Susannah Drury, Missing People, told the Committee that
the most common reason for a child to go missing is that they have experienced conflict,
abuse or neglect at home.

Several respondents to the written call for evidence cited a desire to make money as a
reason for a child to go missing.*® Beverley Hendricks, London Borough of Haringey, said
that children from impoverished and poor backgrounds are most at risk of going missing.?
Sarah Parker added that the cost-of-living crisis made poor children vulnerable to missing
incidents and exploitation, as they were more likely to want to earn money to support their
family.2°

Almost all respondents to the written call for evidence discussed the overrepresentation of
care experienced children in missing figures, and several cited a breakdown of a care
placement as a reason for a child to go missing.??

Several respondents to the written call for evidence cited poor mental health as a main
reason for a child to missing.?? Sarah Parker, Catch 22, said early childhood trauma and poor
mental health put children at greater risk of going missing.?3

The Committee was also told some missing incidents may simply be a result of a child
breaking a curfew to see friends or attend a party.?*

15 London Assembly, Implement a vision zero strategy for London’s missing children, 9 June 2022
16 MQT, Missing Children, 6 July 2022

17 Written evidence, February 2023

18 Written evidence, February 2023

1% London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022

20 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022

21 Written evidence, February 2023

22 Written evidence, February 2023

23 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022

24 Written evidence, February 2023



https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/assembly/vision-zero-strategy-needed-for-missing-children
https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/missing-children-7
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
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All children who go missing are highly vulnerable to exploitation. For example, missing
children can be exploited by gangs and organised crime groups to carry drugs and weapons
from one area to another as part of drug-supply chains; steal cars or alcohol; cultivate
cannabis; and carry out forced begging.?> Many respondents to the Committee’s call for
evidence also highlighted the threat of criminal exploitation for children at risk of going
missing. Missing People said that nearly one in ten children who completed its Return Home
Interviews had been a victim of criminal exploitation.?®

In written evidence, the London Safeguarding Children Partnership said young people don’t
always understand the risks they face when they go missing. A Peer Outreach Worker
reflected on their own experience of going missing:

“You meet some really crazy, really lovely but sometimes quite dangerous people
when out. And it’s just sometimes being so vulnerable and just sitting in a café
somewhere and just talking to a stranger and then finding out these things. And then
they offer you something and you’re like, ‘Yes, that’s great. | don’t have anywhere to
stay tonight,” or, ‘I don’t have money to buy food. If you can offer that to me, that’s
great.” But what they really want is something in exchange for those services, right?
You make those little connections, whether they be really good or really harmful for

you.
Peer Outreach Worker

They also explained that children face peer pressure from others who have become victims
of exploitation.

“I think peer pressure is definitely very real, especially when you are transitioning
between secondary [school] and college or wherever you may be in life. You will come
across people who might be influenced in drugs and gangs and all sorts and county
lines and everything. And | think that’s part of, as well, why a lot of children go
missing, potentially with criminal exploitation.”

Peer Outreach Worker

Several respondents to the Committee’s call for evidence discussed the risks of child sexual
exploitation amongst missing children.?’ In written evidence, Barnardo’s said, “Girls in
particular are being sexually exploited for money, including getting money in exchange for

25 Barnardo’s, written evidence, February 2023. See also this briefing for the APPG on Runaway and Missing
Children and Adults, reporting on children who go missing and are criminally exploited by gangs.

26 Missing People, written evidence, February 2023

27 The Committee uses the Met’s definition of child sexual exploitation: “Child sexual exploitation involves
situations, contexts or relationships in which a person under 18 is given something, such as food,
accommodation, drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, affection, gifts or money in return for performing sexual activities
or having sexual activities performed on them. It can also involve violence, coercion and intimidation, with
threats of physical harm or humiliation.”



https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://tce.researchinpractice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/APPG-on-Runaway-and-Missing-Children-and-Adults-Briefing-report-on-the-roundtable-on-children-who-go-missing-and-are-criminally-exploited-by-gangs.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://www.met.police.uk/advice/advice-and-information/caa/child-abuse/child-sexual-exploitation
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sex acts and for sharing self-generated indecent imagery”. It said children who are sexually
exploited can “often can go missing multiple times a day”.?®

There is no central data source on the reasons children in London go missing. In written
evidence, Missing People said it was difficult for the Met to fully capture the reasons
children go missing, as children themselves may be reluctant to disclose those reasons to
the police in Police Prevention Interviews.?® It said the Met’s statistics therefore show an
“under-representation of different risks and harms that children are experiencing”.3°
Missing People said London boroughs were likely to have fuller records on the reasons
children go missing, as they are often able to collect more data through Return Home
Interviews.3!

Other respondents also said that data collection could be improved in this area. Commander
Kevin Southworth told the Committee that the Met is working with MOPAC’s Evidence and
Insight Unit to jointly produce a “problem profile for missing children” which will: “look at all
the data in the round and get a really accurate analysis, not just of the numbers, but of
things like the diagnostics, everything from Return Home Interviews, outcomes, where
intervention has made a difference, where it has not” .32

The Committee welcomes this work, but suggests there is a need for a comprehensive new
approach to data collection across agencies to improve understanding of the driving factors
behind missing-child incidents; and to help services adapt, in the long term, towards
delivering effective preventive interventions.

Recommendation 1: MOPAC should work with the Met and London boroughs to agree a
standardised process for reporting data from each missing-child report, and from Police
Prevention Interviews and Return Home Interviews conducted in London, with the aim of
publishing a ‘missing children in London’ dataset by the end of 2023, and annually
thereafter. The dataset will improve understanding of the causes of children going missing
and help services to better allocate resources towards prevention.

Children most at risk of going missing

Older children have accounted for more missing incidents than younger children in London
in recent years. Children aged 17 have consistently accounted for the most missing

28 Barnardo’s, written evidence, February 2023

2% A Police Prevention Interview (formerly known as the Safe and Well Check) is conducted by the Met within
24 hours of a child’s return from a missing incident. It aims to establish whether the child has come to harm
whilst missing, and what can be done to prevent future missing incidents.

30 Missing People, written evidence, February 2023

31 A Return Home Interview is conducted by an agency independent of the Met within 72 hours of a child’s
return. It aims to uncover information to protect the child from the risk of going missing again. It is the
statutory responsibility of the local authority to ensure each child receives a Return Home Interview, but they
are often delivered by a voluntary sector partner.

32 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.1



https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20Written%20Evidence.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
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incidents, followed by those aged 16 and 15 respectively. 33 In 2022-23, 68 per cent of
missing child incidents related to children 15-17; and only 2.4 per cent related to children
aged 11 and under.3* However, Sarah Parker told the Committee that “the average age of
children going missing in our services is just slowly decreasing” and that younger children
are being increasingly affected by exploitation.3”

Missing children in London, incidents by year and age

8,977
8,188
7,008 6 360 6,9947/176
’ 5,864
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Source: data provided to the Committee by the Met3®

There were slightly more incidents of boys going missing in London compared to girls. In
2022-23, boys accounted for 14,655 of missing child incidents, and girls accounted for
14,581 incidents. There were also 200 incidents related to transgender children.?’

Black children are overrepresented amongst children who go missing in London compared
to the proportion of Black children in the population. In 2022-23 there were more missing
incidents related to Black children (12,618, 43 per cent of the total) than White children
(10,891, 37 per cent of the total), despite Black children making up only 17 per cent of the
child population of London.3® 3% In every financial year since 2016-17, Black children have
consistently accounted for the highest number of missing incidents compared to other
ethnic groups.*°

The Committee heard evidence to suggest there may be several contributing factors to the
overrepresentation of Black children in missing cases. Susannah Drury said the higher

33 Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See here.

34 Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See here.
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36 Graph includes only three years of data for display purposes. Please see full data here.

37 Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See here.

38 Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See here.

39 Data combining multiple variables, England and Wales: Census 2021, Ethnic group by age and sex
40 Data provided by the Met to the Committee. See here.



https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us/londonassembly/meetings/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=240&MId=7154&Ver=4
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/datacombiningmultiplevariablesenglandandwalescensus2021
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/PCC%20MC%20MET%20Data%20Tables_0.pdf

Missing children in London — Police and Crime Committee
April 2023 17

proportion of school exclusions amongst Black children may be placing them at greater risk
of exploitation.*! A Peer Outreach Worker said that Black children are disproportionately
exposed to poverty, and are therefore more likely to be exposed to risks that could cause
them to go missing.

Missing children in London, incidents by year and

ethnicity
2,039
1,644
1,973
13,521 1,317 1,757 © 1,013
12,637
10,891
I 9,735 9,872

2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22 2022/23

M Asian M Black White m Other Not recorded/unknown

Source: data provided to the Committee by the Met.

The Committee was also concerned to hear from a Peer Outreach Worker that Black
children are less likely to reach out for support as they don’t believe they will be taken
seriously by services. Another Peer Outreach Worker said that the adultification of Black
children, especially girls, means that some Black children are not always seen to be in need
of protection in the way that non-Black children are.

“I think that the real big issue when it comes to race and racism is that a lot of people
in the world, in life, don’t see Black people as human beings. So, because they don’t
see Black people as human beings, it’s OK to do all of these things and get away with
it. And then the system helps them by not persecuting and, when we do ask for help,
not taking us seriously because, to them, our voice doesn’t matter.”

Peer Outreach Worker

Recommendation 2: By December 2023, MOPAC should conduct research to understand
the overrepresentation of Black children in reported missing-children figures. The review
should inform targeted interventions to reduce the number of Black children going
missing.

41 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022
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Chapter two: preventing children from going missing

City-wide safeguarding

On 9 June 2022, the London Assembly agreed a motion that the Mayor and MOPAC should
implement a vision-zero strategy for missing children.*? In response to the motion, the
Mayor said: “We should have aspirations of zero children going missing, just like we have an
aspiration for zero homicides as well and | am really keen to work with partners to make
sure we can fulfil that aspiration”.*3

The Committee heard different views on the value of a vision zero strategy for missing
children. Sherry Peck, Safer London, told the Committee: “l endorse the fact that we should
all be aspiring that no child goes missing [...] although | realise we have a very long road to
travel”.** Susannah Drury said that while she supported the aspiration for zero missing
children, it was also important to recognise that: “Sometimes going missing is the right
response from a child because they are in danger in the situation they are in and going
missing can actually make them safer”. She warned that any target or ambition towards
zero missing children needs to take this into account.*

The varied reasons children go missing means efforts to prevent missing children must be
wide-ranging. Sherry Peck said the “biggest protective factor” from risks of a child going
missing was in the family.%® She said there was a need for greater investment in services to
support families as a preventative measure. Beverley Hendricks told the Committee that
prevention for missing children: “must start pre-birth with parents, and our parenting
programmes across the local authorities really need to not be shy about putting these types
of risk prevention conversations in the parenting programmes”.*/

The Committee was told by a Peer Outreach Worker: “Going missing is usually a result of
frustration, hopelessness, desperation, fear, anger, a feeling of being left out or not being
worthy, or a mixture of these thoughts felt by the child”.

The Committee was also told by a Peer Outreach Worker that children often go missing
because they do not have a support system around them to help them when they are
struggling.

42 London Assembly, Missing children motion, 9 June 2022
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"Young people and children do go missing because they do not have the sufficient
support systems around them [...] In cases where children go missing, obviously the
structures are failing to support the young person and that speaks to the fact that
young people and children are not being listened to as much as they should.”

Peer Outreach Worker

Another Peer Outreach Worker said it was important to consider all aspects of a child’s life
when preventing children from going missing; and that a child needed peace and security,
both within and outside the home, to manage the pressures they may be facing.

Will Balakrishnan, Sarah Parker and Sherry Peck told the Committee that services should
take a contextual safeguarding approach to children at risk of going missing.*® Developed by
Professor Carlene Firmin, contextual safeguarding aims to support practitioners to identify
the full range of social influences, risks and pressures children face in their daily lives. The
approach advocates for professionals to target a child’s social conditions in the round; and
use effective partnerships between children’s services, young people, parents, wider
communities and agencies to reduce the level of harm children are exposed to.#

In written evidence, Catch22, the Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership and the
London Safeguarding Children Partnership supported the need for services to take a
contextual safeguarding approach.>® A Peer Outreach Worker said a contextual safeguarding
approach should be embedded across all sectors that children have contact with.

“Safeguarding is everyone’s business and, the vulnerable people that exist in our
community, we have a right and a power to look out for them and be there for them.
So I think a measure that could be in place across health, education and all the
different sectors that a young person has access to should be having more than one
approach and a contextual safeguarding one would be fantastic to understand a
young person’s life holistically.”

Peer Outreach Worker

A Peer Outreach Worker suggested there should be more places in London for children to
go when they are in trouble, where they can receive support or just spend time in a safe
space.

“When you go missing, that’s a massive thing, so how do we create safe havens
where children feel that they can be safe and supported in a way which isn’t directly
like, ‘What are your problems? Why did you go missing? Where did you go?’, all of
these interrogations, but rather, ‘Would you like to have a meal? Here are some
toiletries. Here is some self-care. Let us watch a movie,” or something like that,
somewhere where young people can go without it having to be so hostile.”

8 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022
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Peer Outreach Worker

Citizens UK previously ran a CitySafe scheme, which encouraged organisations and
businesses to become safe havens for anyone who felt at risk, threatened or in danger.
Many organisations registered as safe havens under the scheme, including the former City
Hall. Several London boroughs now run their own safe haven schemes. Rebecca Palmer,
Senior Children and Young People Participation Officer at the GLA, said that the current City
Hall should be made into a safe haven to provide a place of safety for children who feel at
risk.

Recommendation 3: The Mayor should explore the opportunity to declare City Hall a safe
haven for all children who feel at risk, threatened or in danger.

Prevention in schools

The Committee received evidence that stressed the importance of schools in preventing
missing children. Beverley Hendricks said London boroughs understand the critical
importance of schools to protect vulernable children, and Sarah Parker told the Committee
that prevention and early intervention work in schools should be prioritised.>! Ten
respondents to the call for evidence discussed the importance of schools in preventing
children from going missing.

The Committee heard examples of excellent support offered by teachers and school staff to
children at risk of going missing. A Peer Outreach Worker told the Committee that it was
important for schools to focus not just on education but also on providing a supportive and
safe environment for young people.

One Peer Outreach Worker said they had truanted a lot from school, but were well
supported by teachers when they returned to school and were able to complete their
education. Another Peer Outreach Worker said “fantastic practitioners” in schools can help
protect children from harm.

“I’'m sure we can all remember a teacher in school whom we really loved, who really
did their job very well and who changed our lives for today just in the way how they
saw and the way how they looked after us in school. We need more people like that in
these positions because they really are like gold dust. They can really prevent
thousands of children going missing.”

Peer Outreach Worker

They also said each school should have a good pastoral team staffed by people children feel
comfortable approaching and that it was important for schools to employ Black teachers,
and teachers from the area, so children and young people can have confidence that
teachers understand the challenges they are facing.

51 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022
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“Why are there barely any Black teachers in school or teachers of different
ethnicities? | do not understand why when we live in one of the most diverse places
ever, London. | feel that really will help simply because it’s somebody children can
relate to.”

Peer Outreach Worker

The Committee heard differing views on the roles of the Met’s Safer Schools Officers in
safeguarding children at risk of going missing. Safer Schools Officers are police officers
located in secondary schools. Each school in London is offered a Safer Schools Officer whose
role is agreed with the local borough and school leadership.

At the end of September 2022, there were 373 Safer Schools Officers across the Met,
primarily supporting secondary schools.”? The Runnymede Trust, a race equality think tank,
has recommended that all police services should withdraw Safer Schools Officers as they are
failing to support a safer school environment, particularly for Black and ethnic minority
children.>®> MOPAC has said that 91 per cent of Londoners support the use of Safer School
Officers, but recognises that support falls to 87 per cent amongst Black respondents.>*

There were mixed views among Peer Outreach Workers in relation to Safer Schools Officers,
although one Peer Outreach Worker said that they had had an excellent relationship with
the officer in their school:

"I had a police officer in my secondary school [...] He not only had a safequarding role
but he was a person. He was a human. He was someone you could talk to and, if you
didn’t have anyone at the home or have anyone in the community, | knew that | could
go to him. So | know that that’s very positive and I’m very grateful and lucky to have
had that and | know a lot of young people don’t.”

Peer Outreach Worker

However, another Peer Outreach Worker told the Committee that the officer in their school
was shared across three schools and was rarely seen.

The Committee similarly received mixed views among respondents to the written call for
evidence. The London Safeguarding Children Partnership, the Haringey Safeguarding
Children Partnership and the Hammersmith and Fulham Local Safeguarding Children
Partnership all said that Safer Schools Officers needed to work more closely with other
partners, including multi-agency missing-children forums and youth offending services.>
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The Committee is concerned that the provision of Safer Schools Officers is inconsistent
across London and they do not always work effectively with partners to safeguard children
at risk of going missing. In February 2023, the Committee discussed Safer Schools Officers
with the Met and MOPAC.>® The Committee was told that the Met has prepared a report
reviewing the role of Safer Schools Officers, and MOPAC is currently considering the
recommendations. As part of this ongoing review, MOPAC should ensure that Safer Schools
Officers are equipped to respond to children at risk of going missing.

Recommendation 4: As part of its review into Safer Schools Officers, MOPAC should assess
whether all Safer Schools Officers are fully trained to recognise risk factors for missing
children; and are able to deliver an effective safeguarding response to at-risk children in
partnership with children’s services.

Trafficked and unaccompanied children

In 2018, Every Child Protected Against Trafficking (ECPAT) UK (a children’s rights
organisation working to protect children from trafficking and transnational exploitation) and
Missing People reported that trafficked and unaccompanied®’ children are 30 times more
likely to go missing than other children their age. It also reported that trafficked and
unaccompanied children went missing from care on average seven times.>®

In January 2023, the Home Office confirmed that over 4,600 unaccompanied children have
been accommodated in hotels since July 2021. During that time there had been 440 missing
episodes, and 200 children were still recorded as missing.>® According to the Independent
Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, the Home Office has used six hotels to
accommodate unaccompanied asylum-seeking children since July 2021, including one in
London.®0

Sarah Parker told the Committee that “it is completely inappropriate that any
unaccompanied child should be placed in hotel accommodation” and that doing so made
them more vulnerable to exploitation.®* Both Barnardo’s and The Children’s Society said, in
written evidence, that not enough is being done to protect unaccompanied asylum-seeker
children from exploitation.®?

56 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 22 February 2023
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The Committee also heard that services faced specific challenges in preventing trafficked
and unaccompanied children from going missing. Susannah Drury said traffickers tell
children not to trust professionals when they arrive, making it harder for services to build
rapport with children. She praised “independent child-trafficking guardians”, currently
delivered by Barnardo’s in London, that “help build up that trust with a young person as
soon as they arrive because we know often they go missing really quickly”. She also said it
was important to make sure that young people get information in their own language when
they arrive, “to explain to them what is going to happen to them and why, what support is
available and what will happen if they access that support”.®3

Sherry Peck told the Committee that trafficked and unaccompanied children are fearful
about what will happen to their immigration status at the point of transitioning into
adulthood. She said this could be a trigger for young people to go missing or be exploited
into criminal activity.®

Recommendation 5: The Mayor, government and relevant partners should work to
minimise the use of hotels to accommodate unaccompanied children seeking asylum, in a
way that protects them from exploitation.

53 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022
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Chapter three: responding to children going missing

Reporting a child missing

A joint written response from Specialist Safeguarding Team Sutton and Jigsaw4u (voluntary-
sector provider of Return Home Interviews in Sutton) said that “parents and foster carers
have shared experiencing long wait times when they are calling to report their child
missing”.%> Sarah Parker told the Committee that some parents experience long waits on
telephone lines to the Met when trying to report a child missing, but added that there had
been recent improvements.®®

In written evidence, Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board also said there were long
waits through 101 to report a child missing. It said that some parents faced language and
translation difficulties when trying to report a child missing, and the Met needed to make
missing-child reports easier for families in which English is not the first language.®’

The Committee also heard how low trust and confidence in the Met led to some parents
and carers deciding not to report their child missing. Sherry Peck told the Committee: “For
many people within London, the fact that parts of the Met have issues around misogyny and
racism will impact on a community’s engagement with the police at all sorts of times”.®® In
written evidence, Catch22 said: “Anecdotally, some communities lack confidence in the
police and are more likely to involve relatives and friends in the search for a missing child,

especially if they have concerns that their child will get into trouble”.®®

A Peer Outreach Worker said that low levels of trust in the Met amongst certain
communities made some people less likely to report a missing child.

“If there are certain communities that do not feel trusted or do not feel trust
associated with the police, does that make it more or less likely that - if a child goes
missing, how quickly are the parents likely to report them to the police, which then
has a direct impact on the likelihood that the child is able to be found.”

Peer Outreach Worker

The Committee was also told by a Peer Outreach Worker that there was a “recurring cycle”
between some people “not trusting the police, and police not showing that they can be
trusted”. They suggested that the Met could demonstrate to people that it can be trusted by
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responding in an appropriate way to each child that goes missing and ensuring “that every
case has that equal reaction and is dealt with dignity and care and respect”.

In written evidence, Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board said parents often do not
feel listened to when reporting a child missing:

“Parents report that they do not feel listened to and are regularly told, if they have
had contact with their child, they are not missing. We know that having contact with
a child does not mean it is known where they are or that they are safe. We know that
children who are missing and being exploited are likely to be told what to say and do
by someone they are missing with.”

Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board

In November 2020, the Mayor published his Action Plan to improve trust and confidence in
the Met, and to address community concerns about disproportionality in the use of certain
police powers affecting Black Londoners.” The plan highlighted the safeguarding of Black
children, and that Black parents were worried about protecting their children from both
crime and the Met. However, the plan does not address specific concerns over how a lack of
trust might reduce the number of missing child reports made, or the impact this has on the
response received by different children who go missing.

Recommendation 6: By December 2023, MOPAC should conduct a review of the
experiences of parents, carers and staff in reporting children missing in London. The
results of this review should be used to shape a joint MOPAC-Met strategy to improve the
process for reporting missing children, including how it will upskill 999 and 101 call
handlers to provide appropriate and accurate advice.

The Met’s response to a missing child

Susannah Drury told the Committee that the Met’s response to missing children is “perhaps
harder than any other force because of the scale and because of the number of partners
that they have to liaise with”.”* The Bromley Safeguarding Children Partnership said that the
Met had insufficient resource to develop an effective partnership response to missing
children.”?

In September 2021, His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services
(HMICFRS) published its findings from its 2021 assessment of the progress made by the Met
against recommendations and findings from its 2016, 2017 and 2018 child protection
inspections.”® While it found some improvements had been made, it also highlighted
continued challenges, including in relation to the investigative response to missing children.
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In her 2023 review into standards of behaviour and culture of the Met, Baroness Casey of
Blackstock DBE CB said the Met “has not listened and it has not learned” to HMICFRS in
relation to child protection. She said, “Six years on, the force themselves know they are still
not gripping child protection”.”

In written evidence, the London Children Safeguarding Partnership said some BCUs had
improved how they work with partners to safeguard missing children. It also said (as did
Bromley Healthcare and Barnardo’s) that the Met had improved its attendance and
engagement with multi-agency meetings to discuss high-risk young people. Hackney
Children and Families Service said daily meetings between police leads for missing children
and children’s social care were working well in Hackney.”>

However, several respondents to the written call for evidence said the police needed to
increase its attendance at multi-agency meetings to support missing children.”® The
Children’s Society said officers fail to confirm attendance for strategy meetings, and don’t
always turn up. The London Safeguarding Children Partnership summarised the challenges
reported by safeguarding partnerships across London:”’

“There are ongoing issues with lack of attendance of police officers at strategy
meetings which hinders developing a multi-agency approach to missing children in a
local area [...] There appears to be a lack of staff and a regular change of staff which
means keeping up to date and maintaining reqular communication is a challenge.
This can lead to inconsistent responses across missing police teams. As a statutory
safeguarding partner it is vital that there is a police presence at every missing child
strategy meeting.”

The London Safeguarding Children Partnership

In addition, Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board said police officers had attended
missing strategy meetings less frequently since the creation of the North East BCU. It said
this had resulted in “meetings being cancelled, and at times not being convened because of
the lack of confidence with police attendance”.’®

The Bromley Safeguarding Children Partnership said police officers do not have sufficient
capacity to commit to strategy meetings. The Committee recognises that resource
constraints are likely to be impacting attendance at multi-agency meetings, including
causing short-notice cancellations and no-shows. However, the Committee thinks such
meetings should be prioritised. They offer an important opportunity to address underlying
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drivers of missing incidents and to prevent future incidents, potentially reducing police
resource demands further down the line.

Recommendation 7: The Met should attend all multi-agency strategy meetings for
children who are missing or at risk of missing, or who have a history of missing incidents.

Susannah Drury told the Committee that some families “feel that not much is done to find
the missing person in those first 48 hours”. She suggested this was partly a problem with
how the Met communicated to families. ”°

“They [parents] are, obviously, wracked with worry and concern about a missing
loved one and sometimes it can be really challenging to find out what is happening
from the police [...] Sometimes that family member might have new information that
they cannot pass on or just need an update and reassurance even if there is no
update to give, but just to know that there is still a focus on finding that missing
child.”

Susannah Drury, Missing People

Sherry Peck said “the simple act of contacting the police officer that you are trying to work
with due to shift patterns and sometimes lack of mobile phone numbers” could be difficult.
She also highlighted challenges related to staffing including “a reduced number of officers”,
officers being “desperately overstretched” and the “turnover of young, inexperienced
officers” .8 Sarah Parker said each area of the Met works differently in response to missing
children, and that “achieving consistency of practice across such a large and complex

organisation is really difficult” 8!

The London Children Safeguarding Partnership said the Met “work[s] well with local
authorities on missing children on the whole” but that “health and education services do
not regularly receive information on missing children, which needs to be reviewed as they
are key safeguarding partners who can help prevent children going missing”. It also said, as
did the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, that the Met could do more to collaborate with
other external partners, including charities.®?

Susannah Drury told the Committee that Missing People offers a range of free services to
help the police find and safeguard missing children. This includes providing support to a
family and a “text-safe service” which lets a missing child know they can contact Missing
People for independent and confidential support “because often children are not ready to
be back in touch with the family and not ready to reach out to the police but will reach out
to a third-sector agency”.8 A police officer needs to request a text-safe message, but

7% London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p27
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8 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.25
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Susannah Drury said currently only 10 per cent of missing children in London receive a text-
safe message.

Recommendation 8: By December 2023, MOPAC should develop comprehensive guidance
on how BCUs can work with voluntary sector services to enhance responses to missing
children, including more active use of the text-safe service.

Assessing risk of missing children

The Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership said the Met can refuse to open missing
reports, sometimes on an incorrect assumption that the child was not at risk. It gave several
examples, including:®*

e care placements reporting a child missing, only for the 101 call handler to refuse to
log a missing report and instead advise that the child is likely to be at an address
included on their “grab pack”,?> without requiring evidence that a child is indeed in a
safe place

e 101 call handlers giving “dismissive” responses to staff, carers and parents when
trying to report teenagers missing

e parents attempting to report teenagers missing, and being told by 101 call handlers
that they should go out and look for their children or that they are not missing

e the Met failing to communicate to social workers and care placements that it has
decided not to open a missing child case following a missing report being made.

Sarah Parker told the Committee, “There have been cases where we believe a child has
clearly met the definition of missing, but the police still would not accept the report”. She
said the police can refuse missing reports for children who frequently go missing, despite
the fact that frequent missing incidents may be a sign of exploitation and grooming.%®
Hackney Children and Families Service said the Met has refused missing-children reports in
cases where a child has said they are with friends, despite no checks being made to ensure
that child is actually where they say they are.?”

Commander Kevin Southworth said he was not aware of the Met refusing missing-children
reports. He said: “This concept of refusing a report of a missing child | need to look into
more closely, perhaps with partners offline [...] in that | am not aware of that being a
practice of ours. If we have a child reported to us as missing, we will report them as missing.
We comply with the authorised professional practice of the National Police Chiefs’ Council
[...] We do not treat a child who is simply absent from care as being anything other than a
missing child”.88

84 Written evidence, February 2023

85 A grab pack is formally known as the Looked After Child Information Sharing form. It should contain relevant
information to assist the Police in locating and returning the child. A copy of the form can be accessed here.
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The Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership said the Met should contact social workers
when missing reports are made, regardless of whether the report results in a case being
opened or not. It said without this intelligence, social workers may never know that a child
has been reported missing, which makes it hard for them to ensure the child is safeguarded
and to ensure care placements are suitable. It said this would also help the borough to
better understand the prevalence of missing-children reports and which reports are most
likely not to result in cases being opened.®

Written evidence from the Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board, the Haringey
Safeguarding Children Partnership and the London Borough of Havering suggested that a
rapid response from the Met was dependent on the child being deemed ‘high risk’.
Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board said: “There is a view that police will only
investigate missing cases that are deemed high risk. Some local officers have advised that
for medium or low-risk cases, attempts to find these children won’t be made”.*®

Several respondents to the call for evidence said the Met’s assessment of risk differed to
that of other agencies, meaning that children at risk of harm were not receiving a sufficient
response from the Met to their missing incident. The London Safeguarding Children
Partnership said: “Some partnerships are concerned that the threshold determined by the
Met to achieve high risk status is higher than for local authorities and they are concerned
that some children categorised as medium risk are not being supported as effectively as
they should be” .%*

The London Safeguarding Children Partnership said, “It would be helpful if the Met shared
their scoring system for prioritisation of children with partners and developed a better
shared understanding of the risk factors”. The Haringey Safeguarding Children Partnership
also said it would be useful for the Met to share its risk thresholds; and that it would help
children’s services to challenge cases where they think a child is particularly vulnerable, but
is not considered as such by the Met.%?

Recommendation 9: By December 2023, the Met should review how it assesses risk in
missing child cases and how different thresholds trigger different police responses. This
review should be conducted with London boroughs, care providers and relevant voluntary
organisations, with the aim of producing a jointly agreed risk assessment that is made
available to all relevant services.

8 Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership, Written evidence, February 2023
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91 London Safeguarding Children Partnership, Written evidence, February 2023
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Responding to victims of criminal exploitation

Susannah Drury told the Committee that an initial missing episode may be the first sign that
a child is being exploited. She said the response to the first missing incident was therefore
vital in preventing the exploitation from becoming further entrenched.®3

“The biggest challenge in preventing those young people going missing is that we
know that they have been groomed incredibly deeply and over a long time. The draw,
the pull of the exploiter is so strong because of the threat that they know that they
and their family face [...] The most important thing is to see a first missing episode as
perhaps the first sign of exploitation.”

Susannah Drury, Missing People

Commander Kevin Southworth told the Committee that the Met has stopped prosecuting
children who have been victims of criminal exploitation into county lines work, unless there
is evidence of “wilful criminality”. He said the Met now recognises children in county lines as
being “vulnerable rather than criminals”; and seeks to divert children away from county
lines work and into a safer lifestyle, without them being criminalised.?*

Since 2018, MOPAC has also funded efforts to safeguard young victims of criminal
exploitation through the Rescue and Response service. Rescue and Response supports
vulnerable young people up to the age of 25, who are victims of criminal exploitation,
particularly related to county lines drug-distribution networks. Since its creation, Rescue and
Response has engaged 454 young people. MOPAC reported that, after engaging with the
project, young people experienced a 77 per cent reduction in missing episodes, amongst
other positive outcomes.®®

Commander Kevin Southworth said Rescue and Response was “fundamental” in the move
away from criminalising children involved in county lines. However, he said he has discussed
with MOPAC about the need for the Met to increase its referrals into Rescue and
Response.’®

The Committee agrees that children who are missing and victims of criminal exploitation
must be seen first and foremost as victims. However, evidence received by the Committee
suggests that this is not always happening in practice. Hackney Children and Families Service
said there should be “greater clarity about safeguarding procedures when children are being
classed as ‘wanted’ by police rather than ‘missing’”.%” Similarly in written evidence, both
Catch22 and the Kingston and Richmond Safeguarding Children Partnership said there were

9 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.11
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% MOPAC, Rescue and response county lines project: supporting young Londoners affected by county lines
exploitation, December 2021
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cases where a missing child is also ‘wanted’ by the police as a suspect for a criminal offence,
and the Met has closed the missing case. Catch22 said it was concerned this might have an
impact on the resources deployed to locate the vulnerable child.®®

Recommendation 10: The Met should write to all London boroughs, children’s care
services and relevant voluntary organisations to clarify its policies that inform
safeguarding and operational responses to children who are both missing and wanted.

Improving responses to looked-after children

Evidence received by the Committee suggests some improvements have been made in the
way the Met manages children who go missing from care settings.

The Philomena Protocol is a police-led scheme that asks carers to identify children and
young people who are at risk of going missing; and to record vital information about them
that can be used to help find them quickly and safely, and improve information-sharing
between partner organisations.®® It was rolled out to all BCUs in October 2020 and is
designed to ensure a proportionate response to missing child incidents from all agencies.
The Met has Philomena Protocol agreements in place with just under 400 care homes across
London.'% In July 2022, the Mayor said that the protocol had led to a “50 per cent reduction
in missing incidents in some care placements and an average of a 29 per cent reduction
across all targeted placements”. 1!

Commander Kevin Southworth said that the Philomena Protocol has helped the Met and
carers to better manage children who frequently go missing, and to: “take a problem-solving
approach and have a strategy meeting with other statutory partners and non-governmental
organisations to see if we can divert that young person away from that frequent missing
person behaviour” 102

In addition, Commander Kevin Southworth, Will Balakrishnan and Beverley Hendricks all
praised the impact of the Philomena Protocol in supporting better joint responses between
the Met and care homes.'03

Will Balakrishnan told the Committee that the implementation of the Philomena Protocol
was an example of “brilliant joint working”.1%* Beverley Hendricks also praised the
Philomena Protocol: “Where we have seen it working, it works really well. It does not just

98 Written evidence, February 2023

% The Met, MPS Missing Persons Process & Partnership: Local Policing & Children’s’ Care Home — Joint
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address the trigger assessments of the children who may be at risk in particular homes but
also reinforces the confidence of the keyworkers and the way that they work with some of
the most vulnerable children.” 105

In written evidence, Missing People also praised the Philomena Protocol. It said it helped to
ensure children in care are not over-reported to the police and that unnecessary reports to
the police can be harmful for relationships between children and carers. However, it also

warned that the protocol could have unintended consequences if used in the wrong way.1%®

"When the focus in their implementation is on reducing the number of care
experienced child missing reports, rather than a child-centred response focused on
risk and harm, then there is a clear risk of children falling through the safequarding
net, from under-reporting and under-recording of missing children.”

Missing People

The Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership also said in written evidence that the
protocol can be used by the Met to push back on missing reports, which made multi-agency
responses to missing children more difficult.

The Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership said this issue had become more acute since
the Met stopped using the term “absent” for certain children who didn’t meet the risk
threshold for being recorded as “missing”.1%” A record of an absent incident would have
previously triggered a notification to children’s services. Now however, if a missing-child
report is not accepted, or does not meet the threshold, no absent incident is recorded and
no notification is made. The Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership said this has
created a “gap in our intel”, since “if the social worker does not know that the placement
tried to report them missing, they are not able to follow up and quality assure the

placements follow up actions”.1%8

Both Missing People and the Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership recommended that
the Met should review the implementation of the Philomena Protocol.'?° The Philomena
Protocol provides an excellent example of how strong partnership working and data sharing
can improve outcomes for children. However, the protocol should be subject to a review to
ensure it is working as intended and to identify practical areas for further improvement.

1051 ondon Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.17
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107 previously, if a child was reported missing the Met would either determine them as ‘missing’ (when the
child’s whereabouts can’t be established and there is concern for their safety) or ‘absent’ (when the child is
not at the place they are expected or required to be). According to Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership,
the use of the term ‘absent’ is no longer used, and Children are recorded only as absent or missing. See more
here (section 4).
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Recommendation 11: By December 2023, MOPAC and the Met should review the
implementation of the Philomena Protocol to assess whether it is having its desired
impact and whether any improvements can be made.

Working across boundaries

Many children in London are placed in care outside of their home area. Sarah Parker and
Commander Kevin Southworth said this was partly due to the fact that high property prices
in London meant a significant volume of care placements are in areas where property was
cheaper.t10

Commander Kevin Southworth said that moving children to a different local authority adds
to “those diagnostic drivers behind which we see young people going missing from care
settings because they have been displaced out of their area, detached from their friends”.11?
Barnardo’s said:!*?

“Children placed out of area can feel lonely and isolated and miss friends and family
in their home community which can act as a significant push factor to run away. Out
of area placements have grown significantly in recent years. The number of looked
after children placed outside their home local authority increased by around 17,800
(28 per cent) between the years ending March 2010 and March 2020, rising from
23,000 (37 per cent of all placements) to 32,850 (41 per cent of all placements).”
Barnardo’s

The Committee received evidence that suggested the Met’s response to missing children
who have been placed in care settings outside their home borough could be improved.
Beverley Hendricks identified several challenges over how information about children at risk
of going missing is shared by the police between different boroughs.*'3 The Children’s
Society said information is not shared between BCUs when children are moved to a new
area. Sarah Parker said there were challenges with police sharing data across police service
boundaries.'** The London Borough of Tower Hamlets said missing-children protocols
between BCUs are inconsistent — for example, whether police officers are expected to
attend strategy meetings in cases where the child has returned.*®

Commander Kevin Southworth said that the Met needed to work more closely with
children’s services to improve coordination between BCUs when children are moved out of
their own local authority area.'!® In written evidence, the Hammersmith and Fulham Local
Safeguarding Children Partnership said BCUs from both the home and destination areas
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should maintain close working relationships. The London Safeguarding Children Partnership
and Bromley Healthcare said police officers from both the home and placing BCUs should
attend strategy meetings to ensure a joined-up understanding of the levels of risk and
responsibilities.t’

Recommendation 12: For children in care who are placed within London, but outside their
home area, the Met should establish clear processes between the home BCU and the
destination BCU, or neighbouring police service, to facilitate effective information
exchange and joint attendance at strategy meetings; and to ensure that, in the event of
any future missing incident, there is an effective joint response.

In written evidence, The Children’s Society, the Bexley Safeguarding Partnership for Children
and Young People, and the Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board all said there are
additional challenges when a child is moved outside of London completely. Catch22 said
there have been cases where a child has gone missing from one police service area and is
suspected to be in another, but both police services have refused to lead the missing
case.l1®

Sarah Parker told the Committee: “If a child goes missing across a local authority or a police
service border, there are then issues about whose responsibility that child is and who picks
that up”. She said there have been incidents where: “the local police force in the area from
which the child went missing will not accept the missing report because they say, ‘They are
now missing in another area,” whereas the other area’s police force will not accept the
report because they say, ‘'The child is not one of our children but is from somewhere

else’” 119

In written evidence, the Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership, and Hackney Children
and Families Service both said that social care teams find it hard to find contact details for
missing-children’s teams in services outside of London. The Islington Safeguarding Children
Partnership said there should be a clear phone and email list for missing units across the
country.?0

Recommendation 13: The National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) should maintain a
national directory of phone numbers and emails for missing-children’s teams in each
police service across England and Wales. MOPAC should write to the NPCC to request this.
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Chapter four: supporting returning children

Police Prevention Interviews

The process for supporting a child who returns after going missing can be vital to prevent
future missing incidents. The Met’s London Child Exploitation Operating Protocol 2021 sets
out two stages to the process: the Police Prevention Interview (formerly known as the Safe
and Well Check); and the Return Home Interview, which is the statutory responsibility of the
local authority responsible for the care of the child.'??

The purpose of a Police Prevention Interview is to establish whether the child has come to
harm whilst missing, and what can be done to prevent future missing incidents. The London
Child Exploitation Operating Protocol states that the Met should conduct interviews within
24 hours from the time a child is located or returned home. Interviews can be conducted by
speaking to the relevant care professional or the child on the phone or speaking to the child
face-to-face. The outcome of the prevention interview is recorded on the Met’s Merlin
investigation report and automatically shared to the relevant local authorities.*??

In 2021, HMICFRS found that the preventative interviews conducted by the Met generally
focused on “checking that the child has returned and establishing where they have been”.1?3
It said the Met “should also explore more widely any particular factors that led to the child
going missing and any ongoing risk”.1?* Hackney Children and Families Service said in written
evidence that interviews consist of “formulaic questions leading to simple feedback” that
were not useful to understand “why a child went missing and what might help them to not
go missing in the future”. The Haringey Safeguarding Children Partnership said that a child
“usually responds that they are fine as they are not prompted any further” and that the Met

should be “more proactive to identify any signs of distress or injury”.12>

In 2021, HMICFRS said the Met conducted the interviews over the phone, “which means
officers can’t see a child’s demeanour or physical state”. 1% In written evidence, Hackney
Children and Families Service said too many Police Prevention Interviews are conducted

over the phone; and the Kingston and Richmond Safeguarding Children Partnership said

they are conducted on the phone “more often than not”. Specialist Safeguarding Team
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Sutton and Jigsaw4u said they are sometimes conducted with a parent or carer only, rather
than the child themself. The prevailing view across these responses was that Police
Prevention Interviews are more effective when delivered face-to-face and directly with the
child.*?’

Commander Kevin Southworth suggested to the Committee that the Met was looking at the
effectiveness of its Police Prevention Interviews: “l do not think we have empirical evidence
to say how successful it has been [...] Part of the work | think we will be doing with Evidence
and Insight going forward, and internally looking at our mechanisms, is to gather exactly
that data and how we can prove it is actually working” .12

In written evidence, Catch22 said the Met should review how Police Prevention Interviews
are being delivered, including looking at the number of interviews conducted face-to-face
versus by phone.'?®

Recommendation 13: By December 2023, the Met should conduct a review of Police
Prevention Interviews delivered in 2022-23, to include:

e the number of children who received an interview

e whether they were conducted face-to-face or over the phone

e whether they were conducted with the young person, or the parent or guardian

e whether a child willingly engaged

e whether a child made a significant disclosure

e the outcome of the interview.

The Met should share its findings with the Police and Crime Committee.

Respondents to the Committee’s call for evidence acknowledged the challenges for the Met
in conducting Police Prevention Interviews. In written evidence, both Barnardo’s and the
Haringey Safeguarding Children Partnership said children can be reluctant to engage in
Police Prevention Interviews, especially when they have been victims of child criminal
and/or sexual exploitation. Barnardo’s said child victims of exploitation “do not want to
disclose details of where they have been, who they have been with, and what they were
doing”. The Haringey Safeguarding Children Partnership said victims of exploitation do not
want to be known as a “snitch”. 130

The Children’s Society said children don’t want to speak to the police “as they haven’t got a
trusted/positive relationship with them and may fear they’re in trouble for going missing, as
opposed to viewing it as a safeguarding mechanism”.13! Despite these challenges, evidence

127 Written evidence, February 2023

128 | ondon Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.36
129 Catch22, Written evidence, February 2023

130 wWritten evidence, February 2023

131 The Children’s Society, Written evidence, February 2023
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received by the Committee also suggested several improvements could be made to the
delivery of prevention interviews to maximise the likelihood of a child engaging:*32

e The Kingston and Richmond Safeguarding Children Partnership and Haringey
Safeguarding Children Partnership said officers delivering Police Prevention
Interviews should be in plain clothes rather than in uniform.

e Hackney Children and Families Service said a consistent officer should conduct
interviews for children with repeated missing episodes, so a relationship can form
between officers and a child over time.

e The London Borough of Tower Hamlets said officers conducting Police Prevention
Interviews needed to be more joined-up with social care professionals, so they are
better able to identify the underlying causes of the missing episode.

e The London Safeguarding Children Partnership said all interviews with missing
children should be delivered by specialist and skilled officers.

e The London Safeguarding Children Partnership also said that the Met should
consider conducting the interviews jointly with social workers where it would be
helpful to the young person involved.

Recommendation 14: By December 2023, the Met should establish standardised principles
for effective delivery of Police Prevention Interviews. This should include:
e specialist, trained officers in plain clothes to conduct each interview
e a child who goes missing on multiple occasions to receive an interview with the
same officer, wherever possible
e interviews conducted alongside a child’s social worker/support worker where
appropriate
e improved sharing of information with borough safeguarding teams and social care
partners.

Return Home Interviews

Following a Police Prevention Interview, statutory guidance states that all children who
return from a missing episode should have access to a Return Home Interview.!33 These
provide an “opportunity to uncover information that can help protect children from the risk
of going missing again, from risks they may have been exposed to while missing or from risk
factors in their home”.13% The interview should be carried out within 72 hours of the child
returning to their home or care setting.

It is the responsibility of London boroughs to offer Return Home Interviews, and they often
partner with voluntary organisations to deliver them. Sarah Parker told the Committee that
there are several delivery partners across London; and that there is neither “uniformity of
practice” nor “a nationally recognised package or even a London-wide package of training”
for Return Home Interviews.'3>

132 Written evidence, February 2023

133 DFE, Statutory guidance on children who run away or go missing from home or care, January 2014

134 DFE, Statutory guidance on children who run away or go missing from home or care, January 2014, p.14
135 London Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.39
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In written evidence, the London Safeguarding Children Partnership said, “The quality of
reports differs, possibly depending on the cooperation of young people and their families as
well as the training and understanding of the officers involved”.}3¢ Catch22 said there needs
to be more consistency in the delivery of Return Home Interviews and better understanding
of effective delivery. Catch22 also said the term ‘interview’ was too “formal and heavy-
duty”, and that the process was fundamentally about identifying what happened and how
they can support the child to prevent it happening again.'3’

Sarah Parker told the Committee that it is important that children who repeatedly go
missing are offered Return Home Interviews with the same professional, in order to help
build trust that can lead to significant disclosures. 138

“I would really advocate for the continuity of a worker working with a child.
Sometimes then on the sixth Return Home Interview, they make a massive disclosure
about exploitation that may have been going on for some time. They might talk about
people/places and they might give really important police intelligence, but crucially
that is the opportunity then at which the child can be safeguarded. It might look like
some Return Home Interviews are not doing very much, but what they are doing is
building relationship, building trust.”

Sarah Parker, Catch22

A Peer Outreach Worker told the Committee that when a child returns, it is necessary to
gain an understanding of: “how that young person ended up in that situation and listening
to their needs to make sure that they never have to go through that ever again, and also
continuously checking up on them to see if they’re OK”.

Based on the evidence received by the Committee, existing processes do not appear to be
achieving this.

Recommendation 15: In 2023, MOPAC should work with the Met, London boroughs and
organisations involved in the delivery of Return Home Interviews in London to establish a
standardised approach to this delivery, to ensure every returning child is guaranteed a
consistent experience that is based on best practice.

Long-term support

Several respondents to the call for evidence stressed the importance of information from
Police Prevention Interviews and Return Home Interviews being shared across relevant

136 London Safeguarding Children Partnership, written evidence, February 2023
137 Catch22, written evidence, February 2023
138 GLA, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.40
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agencies, to inform the delivery of long-term support for children to prevent future
incidents of going missing.'3°

Susannah Drury told the Committee that Return Home Interviews “can be a really incredible
way of finding out that there is something seriously wrong in that child’s life” but are only
useful if they lead to “follow-on support specifically for a returned child or referrals into
other services that the child is then able to access”.'4? Sherry Peck said that Return Home
Interviews should lead directly to the implementation of a support plan to prevent future
incidents, but that this was not always happening due to a lack of resources in the
system.*! Sarah Parker said it was “crucial” that information gathered through a Return
Home Interview was acted upon.#?

In written evidence provided to the Committee, The Children’s Society said that when
information is shared and not acted upon, it “reinforces the feeling that people don’t care
and therefore may not help reduce further missing episodes”.**3 Missing People said
children could further lose trust in services if they didn’t receive meaningful support on their
return.144

“Children often make significant disclosures following their return from being missing.
If action is not taken following these disclosures children are likely to lose faith in the
professionals around them, and may be less likely to share information in the future.
The response at the point of return should be seen as of equal importance to the
response while young people are missing.”

Missing People

A Peer Outreach Worker told the Committee that a returning child needs to have a
relationship with a trusted person offering consistent support, who understands the reasons
for them going missing.

“Having somebody there whom you see as a safe person is so important in making
sure that it never happens again and so important in making sure that the person
goes on to use this experience as a pivot to a better life, check-ins and really having a
good understanding of why the person ended up going missing and listening to them
and making sure that there are precautions in place.”

Peer Outreach Worker

139 Written evidence, February 2023: the London Borough of Tower Hamlets and Hackney Children and
Families Service referred to good examples of information from Return Home Interviews being used by police
and social care teams effectively. London Safeguarding Children Partnership, Catch22, Haringey Safeguarding
Children Partnership, Specialist Safeguarding Team Sutton and Jigsaw4u and Missing People all highlighted
challenges with how information is shared between Return Home Interview providers, London boroughs,
social care teams and the Met.

140 | ondon Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.37

141 ondon Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.37

142 | ondon Assembly, Police and Crime Committee — transcript, 29 September 2022, p.40

143 The Children’s Society, Written evidence, February 2023

144 Missing People, Written evidence, February 2023
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The Committee was also told by a Peer Outreach Worker that there should be opportunities
for returning children to engage in positive activities that don’t focus on them as missing
children, but that provide them with something interesting and fulfilling to engage with.

“When | returned home and back into education [...] out of the blue there was an
opportunity for the Jack Petchey Speak Out competition and they were doing it on
that day. | came into school feeling like | did not want to be there, but [...] | think it
speaks to wider opportunities that young people have. If there is something that a
young person can get engaged with without it centring on the fact that they have just
gone missing, whilst developing their personal skills and care and stuff like that [...]
could be a really great thing.”

Peer Outreach Worker

The Mayor’s Police and Crime Plan states: “The Met will work with partners to increase even
further the speed with which missing children and adults are located, taking account of an
individual’s specific circumstances and risks to shape the response and contributing to wider
safeguarding planning for their longer-term safety”.14>

The Committee believes further focus must be placed by MOPAC on the final part of this
commitment to ensure that returning children have access to support and services that can
prevent repeat missing incidents and protect them from harm.

Recommendation 16: To fulfil commitments in the Mayor’s Police and Crime Plan, MOPAC
should fund projects designed to provide longer-term support for children who have
returned from a missing incident.

145 MOPAC, Police and Crime Plan 2022-25, 24 March 2022
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Committee activity

London Assembly Police and Crime Committee (formal meeting) — Wednesday 29
September 2022146

Commander Kevin Southworth, Head of Profession, Safeguarding, Metropolitan
Police Service

Will Balakrishnan, Director of Commissioning and Partnerships, MOPAC

Susannah Drury, Director of Policy and Development, Missing People

Sarah Parker, Research and Development Officer, Catch22; and Co-Chair, the English
Coalition for Runaway Children

Marc Stevens, Senior Service Manager, Catch22

Beverley Hendricks, Assistant Director for Safeguarding and Social Care, London
Borough of Haringey

Sherry Peck, Chief Executive, Safer London

London Assembly Police and Crime Committee (informal meeting) - Wednesday 8
February 2023147

Five Peer Outreach Workers, GLA
Mark Mouna, Children and Young People Participation Co-ordinator, GLA
Rebecca Palmer, Senior Children and Young People Participation Officer, GLA

Respondents to written call for evidence, February 2023148

Barnardo's

Bexley Safeguarding Partnership for Children and Young People
Bromley Healthcare

Bromley Safeguarding Children Partnership

Catch22

Central London Community Healthcare Trust

Hackney Children and Families Service

Hammersmith and Fulham Local Safeguarding Children Partnership
Haringey Safeguarding Children Partnership

Islington Safeguarding Children Partnership

Kingston and Richmond Safeguarding Children Partnership

London Borough of Havering

London Borough of Tower Hamlets

London Safeguarding Children Partnership

Missing People

Specialist Safeguarding Team Sutton and Jigsaw4u (joint submission)
The Children’s Society

Waltham Forest Safeguarding Children Board

146 Meeting information and transcript can be found here.
147 No transcript of this meeting has been published, to protect the privacy of young people.
148 All written responses are published here.
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Other formats and languages

If you, or someone you know needs this report in large print or braille, or a copy of the
summary and main findings in another language, then please call us on: 020 7983 4100 or

email assembly.translations@london.gov.uk

Chinese

T T B A S T A IR A

T HLTE DG R BT Bl L T BB A 1 R A S kb %
Email SHEATEZ .

Vietnamese

Néu 6ng (ba) mudn ndi dung vin ban nay duge dich sang
tiéng Viet, xin vui long lién hé voi ching t6i bang digén
thoai, thu hodc thu dién tir theo dia chi & trén.

Greek

Edv smBupsits mepiAnwn aurou rou ksipyévou aTnv yAwooa
oag, TapaKaAw KaAéore Tov apibuo iy emxovwvriore padi

pag arnv avwripw raxudpopikn fj Tnv nAskTpovikiy Sisubuvan.

Turkish

Bu belgenin kendi dilinize ¢evrilmis bir Gzetini
okumak isterseniz, litfen yukarnidaki telefon
numarasini arayim, veya posta ya da e-posta
adresi aracilifiyla bizimle temasa gegin.

Punjabi

¥ 3t fer eAzRw © B wmuet I few B
g9, 3t foour ga few 89 '3 &5 9 A
Gug 3 39 & ¥ U3 '3 A Hudd a1

Hindi
Ife JTURT $H TXATIS BT AR IO AT H

1T A SR Y gU FR W B N A1 IR A
T S U AT E HA Td W EH F WUB BN |

Bengali

i 1 @ wiEE 6 TFST FisE $EE e B,
TIEE T FE (T FEA 24 SEfds o e a1
B34 I SN S (NS FAE |

Urdu

U0 O (ol DA 1S Gy sl () S T R
WS O o Sol pegi g 8 0
d:"“d”:‘:ﬂ‘;’édﬁy".'“_);l“'}

S ki) e

Arabic

g do apipsed) 13d pag de wde dsuapd
s Joadd § Gl ad e Juaddd) sz
wod O o eded sasued Oxcgd
Al g0 so0ddd

Gujarati
B dAR il £AlA%ell AR dAIA @unLa
FOA Sl dl GUR AU <612 42 Slel S

lAdl GU UUA Uld AUl S-ADH Alellail
UL A AdUS SA.
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Connect with us

The London Assembly

City Hall
Kamal Chunchie Way
London E16 1ZE

Website: https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does
Phone: 020 7983 4000

Follow us on social media
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