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THE INDEPENDENT INQUIRY INTO CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE

Witness Statement of Jo Youle CEO, Missing People charity

[, Jo Youle, will say as follows:-

1. Missing People is a national charity providing support to people who are
thinking about going missing, who are -already away from home, who have returned
from being missing, and the families left behind.

Qur Services and work with children who have been victims of CSE

2. Our Services include a national helpline for children {Runaway Helpline)
which is accessible 24/7 through phone, text or email. We also have a 1-2-1 chat
service available during limited hours. Previously we have béen commissioned by six
local authorities to provide return interviews to children who have returned from
missing. In Hertfordshire to provide dedicated support to a cohort of ten children at
any one time who are at high risk or who have beenh missing multiple times; this
support will include the provision of return interviews during the period of support.

3. The Runaway Helpline is a 24/7, anonymous, confidential helpline for children
and young people who are thinking about running away or who have left home. An
analysis of the markers on records from calls to the helpline showed that "abuse,
domestic violence or child sexual exploitation’ is the second most common issue
raised in conversations with young people.

4. Our Hertfordshire support service involves in-person, one-tc-one support for
ten children at any one time who have been selected by the local authority due to
being at high risk of harm or having gone missing multiple times. [n 2018-19, 62% of
the young people we supported in Hertfordshire, providing both return home
interviews and one-to-one support, were either currently experiencing or at known
risk of CSE. A further 34% presented with risk factors associated with CSE. In the
first three quarters of 2019-20, 100% of the children we have supported with one-to-
one support in Hertfordshire have presented with risk factors associated with CSE,
were at known risk of CSE, or were currently experiencing CSE.
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5. The Department for Education’s statutory guidance on children who run away
or go missing from home or care stipulates that local authorities should arrange
provision for every child to be offered an independent return interview upon their
return from a missing episode. We were previously commissioned to provide these
interviews in six areas at various points over the last five years. An analysis' of
information collected from 585 interviews with 214 children showed that:

a. One in seven (14%) children were either currently victims of
sexual exploitation or had been in the past.

b. More than two in five (43%) children shared information
relating to one or more of five indicators that might be considered a ‘red flag’
for CSE. These indicators were: gang association; gifts from undisclosed
sources; sexually exploited friends; recruiting others for exploitation; and an
associating with older people or an older boyfriend/girifriend.

6. Missing People do not have any services which are specifically available in
Wales, however all of our national services would be accessible and are used by
children and young people in Wales. We cannot provide geographically specific
information from our national services due to the anonymous nature of their delivery.

Overview of the links between missing and CSE and our role

7. We cannot comment on the specific locations mentioned in the inquiry
because we do not provide any face to face services outside of Hertfordshire and
can’t provide geographic-specific information on our national services. However, a
number of research reporis have that close links between going missing and sexual
exploitation and we can assume that those patterns would be reflected in all areas of
the UK, including the six defined in the inquiry evidence request.

Contrasting practice and performance and notable good or poor practice

8. The following areas are some in which we have identified issues or the
potential for an improved response for victims of CSE.

a. Return interviews are a vital opportunity to identify that a child
may be at risk of CSE, or may already be a victim.2 However, their provision
is currently inconsistent. A freedom of information request analysis® published
in 2019 found that nine local authorities were offering interviews in response
to less than 50% of missing incidents and that almost a third of local
authorities offered them in response to less than 70% of missing episodes.

The same research found that, even when the interviews are offered, take-up
rates vary significantly with 41% of local authorities completing interviews for
less than half of missing incidents in their area.

L A Safer Return, 2019, Missing People
2 A Safer Return, 2019, Missing People
% The delivery of return interviews. An analysis of freedom of information requests, 2019, Missing People on

behalf of the ECRC
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If return interviews are not offered, or not delivered in a way that children and
young people want to engage with, then an important opportunity for
identification of CSE and for support to be put in place is missed.

b. When a child returns from being missing a safe and well check
or prevention interview should be carried out by the police. This is prior to the
return interview. There is little information as to whether these are being used
effectively to identify CSE or to support the child. 1t is possible that, if these
are done poorly, an opportunity to gather intelligence is missed and that vital
evidence of CSE is lost.

c. A positive observation we see is that CSE is understood as a
priority across all services working with children and young people. Local
authorities and police forces will have CSE specific strategies and services,
and inspectorates will ensure the response to CSE is included in performance
inspections. However, there is still a postcode lottery of what support is
available and partnership working between different areas, which is
particularly necessary for looked after children who may be placed outside of
their home local authority area, is inconsistent and often ineffective.
Additionally, the support that is available often has a high threshold for
eligibility.

d. A number of research reports,* as well as our professional
experience providing services, have identified that there are often no early
intervention services that children who have been missing and have disclosed
early warning signs of CSE can be referred into. Even children who have
disclosed being a victim of exploitation, beyond the early grooming process,
are sometimes unable to access appropriate support services. Thresholds for
the services that are available are often too high, or are not suitable for the
child. It is also worth noting that many services will stop being provided to
children who ‘don’t engage’, rather than a different or more flexible approach
being taken. This is particularly problematic for victims of CSE as the nature
of exploitation may make them less likely to seek help, identify their own
victimhood, or may increase their distrust of professionals.

e. ltis absolutely a positive that CSE is always a key priority in
every local authority and police force, however, more needs to be done to
ensure that this is not lip service or a tick-box exercise. There needs to be
genuine, effective, evaluated support services and methods for disruption and
prevention. These services must be well funded as it can take a significant
amount of work and therefore resource to protect a child from grooming and
to break down the harm of being victimized.

f.  While we see that CSE is understood as a priority by local
authorities and police forces, we have observed chalienges in information
sharing between agencies and across borders which may present barriers to

4 All of us were broken, 2019, Missing Peaple
The delivery of return interviews. An analysis of freedom of information requests, 2019, Missing People on

behalf of the ECRC
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keeping children safe. These challenges include data systems which do not
enable easy identification and analysis of risk, data systems that do not
interact with other data systems, and a lack of flags for risks related to CSE.
Agencies are observed working in silos, with relevant information not being
shared across organisations and sectors, resulting in opportunities for
identification of, and response to, CSE being missed and children not being
safeguarded appropriately.

g. Arecsnt inquiry by the APPG for Runaway and Missing
Children and Adults has shown that placing looked after children outside of
their home local authority area can exacerbate the risks of going missing and
most associated harms. In some cases children may be placed at distance to
disrupt ongoing exploitation, however, without specialist placements,
sufficient support, and clear safety planning these children can continue to be
victimized, either by the original perpetrators or they be vuinerable to further
exploitation by those within the area in which they are placed.
Recommendations for preventing this risk of exploitation are laid out within
the inquiry report. All of the issues discussed above can be exacerbated by
out of area placements. This includes poor cross border information sharing,
a lack of effective multi-agency working, disruption to or lack of early
intervention support, as well as removing young people from potential
protective factors in their home area.

Changes and improvements in response to CSE

9. We have observed that attitudes and language about child sexual exploitation
have improved over recent years. There is generally a befter understanding amongst
all professionals working with children that exploited children are victims and that
action which appears to be a choice is actually a result of grooming. However, this is
still not always the case and references to ‘poor choices’ or ‘putting themselves at
risk’ indicate that there is still some misunderstanding.

10. We have also observed an increasing awareness of the long-term trauma that
can occur as a result of being exploited. However, there is significant frustration
within our own organisation and in others that there is often no appropriate support
available to children and adults experiencing this trauma. Notably this includes
mental health support which is vital for many victims but rarely available.

11. As mentioned above, CSE has been prioritised and there are dedicated CSE
services in all areas. However, it is worth noting that in some cases this has led to
working in silos with some children who are being exploited but not necessarily
sexually not meeting the requirements for support; or other significant issues that
children may be experiencing not being considered in remit of the support available.

12. A significant development is the move towards a contextual safeguarding
model which allows for a better understanding of and response to exploitation
happening outside the family home. A number of local authorities have now adopted
this approach and its being rolled out across the country. However, current child
protection models remain focused on the family home: this should not continue fo be
a barrier to a contextual model of safeguarding. In addition fo make this effective
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