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Introduction
This document updates and supersedes some of the current paragraphs on sibling contact in The Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations Volume 2: Care Planning, Placement and Case Review. 

The content of the care plan
2.44 There are specific requirements regarding the preparation of the care plan and its content [regulation 5 and Schedule 1]. It is important that the care plan records information which will help the child, parent or the child’s carer understand why decisions have been or are being made. The effect of the 2010 Regulations is that the care plan should set out: 

· the information about the long term plan for the child, including timescales (the permanence plan) [regulation 5(a)];

· the arrangements to meet the child’s needs [regulation 5(b)(i) to (vii)] in line with the child’s developmental needs domain of the Assessment Framework (see paragraph 2.25 and Annex 3), including arrangements for contact:

· arrangements for promoting and maintaining contact with a brother or sister who is also looked after but not placed with the child;

· details of any court orders made under section 8 or section 34; and arrangements for promoting and maintaining contact with a parent and anyone else with parental responsibility [regulation 5(b)(v) and paragraph 3, Schedule 1]; 
· details of the placement plan and why the placement was chosen, unless the child is in care and not provided with accommodation by the responsible authority; 
· the name of the child’s IRO;
· details of the health plan and personal education plan (PEP); the wishes and feelings of relevant people about the arrangements for the child; and the wishes and feelings of these people about any proposed changes to the care plan

Arrangements for contact
2.78 One of the key principles of the Children Act 1989 (the 1989 Act) is the presumption that there should be continued contact between the child and their family while the child is in the care of the local authority. This is appropriate for care provided under the 1989 Act, where the underlying philosophy is to work in partnership with the family and towards 
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reunification where possible, provided that this is consistent with the individual child’s welfare. Contact arrangements should be focused on, and shaped around, the child’s needs. The child’s welfare is the paramount consideration at all times and each child’s wishes and needs for contact should be individually considered and regularly assessed. 
For many children, relationships with members of their family, previous carers, friends and others are valued. For some children some form of contact may provide a positive aid to a successful placement. Contact can be very important in helping children and young people develop their sense of identity and understand their lives and their sense of self.

2.79 The responsible authority has a duty to endeavour to promote contact between the child and their parents, any person who is not a parent but who has parental responsibility for the child, and any relative, friend or other person connected with the child, unless it is not reasonably practicable or consistent with the child’s welfare [Schedule 2, paragraph 15]. Where the child is subject to a care order, section 34 and regulation 8 also applies. The responsible authority is required to take reasonable steps to inform the child’s parents and any other person who has parental responsibility for the child of where the child is living [Schedule 2, paragraph 15 (2)]. However, if it would prejudice the child’s welfare, information need not be given [Schedule 2 paragraph 15 (4)]. Equally, a parent or other person with parental responsibility for the child must inform the local authority of his/her address [Schedule 2 paragraph15 (2)(b)]. 
2.80 The wishes and feelings of the child should be ascertained, unless in the rare situations it is not possible to do so. Children should be supported to communicate their wishes and feelings through the provision of advocacy services and should be supported to communicate through a range of methods if necessary. So far as it is reasonably practicable, the wishes and feelings of the parents and the child’s carers must be ascertained before a decision about contact arrangements is made [section 22(4)].

Who should be included
2.81 In discussions with the child during the assessment and as part of wider considerations, it will be important to identify all those people in the child’s network with whom it is important to maintain contact. They may not always be blood relatives of the child. In some cases it may be appropriate to identify relatives (who may include a parent with whom contact has been lost) and to follow up the prospects of re-establishing contact. Care will clearly be needed where there is family or marital conflict, but responsible authorities should be ready to explore the possibility of preserving, establishing or promoting contact which could be beneficial to the child. In doing so they should not overlook problems which may arise when a child is placed with a person who may be reluctant to allow contact with, for example, wider relatives or friends of the child.

The child and his/her carers may need support to manage these situations. 
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2.82 In this context, the first weeks during which the child is looked after by the responsible authority are likely to be crucial to the success of the relationship between the parent, the social worker and the child’s carers, and to the level of successful future contact between the parents and the child. It is at this time that patterns become set which may be difficult to change. Parents should be involved in planning for contact prior to placement wherever possible and should be provided with information about possible sources of support for contact.

2.83 Placements made in an emergency require special care if parents are to be reassured from the outset that they have a continuing role in their child’s life and to minimise distress for the child. Early visits are essential though parents may need help to cope with both their own and their child’s distress.

2.84 Arrangements for contact with grandparents and other people with a connection to the child should be recorded in the care plan [Schedule 1, paragraph 3 (4)(b)].

Grandparents and other relatives can provide a sense of family history and continuity where the child cannot live with his/her birth parents yet contact may easily be lost if the child becomes looked after. 

Sibling contact
2.85 Maintaining contact with siblings (from both the same or different parents) is reported by children to be one of their highest priorities. It can provide continuity and stability for a child in a time of uncertainty and possibly great change. Sibling contact can help a child maintain their identity in an unfamiliar environment and promote self-esteem and emotional support. 

It will be important for the responsible authority to take account of their local need for family groups when planning what care placements are needed, in whatever form those placements take. IROs should have a particular role in this process. They should monitor the changes in need among their own caseload, for example siblings who are reaching the leaving care age, or who express a wish to move away or return to live with siblings.

They should report regularly to the Corporate Parenting Board on this issue.  
It is not always possible or appropriate, however, to place sibling groups together. 

Where siblings cannot be placed together, it requires the active involvement of all parties to facilitate this contact in a way which supports the development of healthy sibling relationships between children who are not able to live together. Siblings must be supported to understand why they cannot live together. It is important to ensure that contact arrangements between siblings are given very careful attention and plans for maintaining contact are robust. Contact must be meaningful and take place where children feel safe and supported. The wishes and feelings of children about where they want their contact to take place and who they want there should be ascertained, as well as the views of children’s carers 
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It is important that children and young people understand the contact arrangements in place and are fully supported to understand the reasons for contact not happening, including when arranged visits are cancelled. All parties will need support to ensure that contact is a positive experience for all siblings. Contact arrangements may need to be varied as the children’s relationships and need for contact change over time. There is a specific requirement for the care plan to set out arrangements for the promotion and maintenance of contact with brothers and sisters, so far as this is consistent with the child’s welfare [Schedule 1, paragraph 3(1) and Schedule 1, paragraph 3(4)]. Where contact stops either because it is against the child’s wishes or best interests, contact should be regularly reviewed and children should understand that they can change their mind. Children should also be supported through problems with contact, if they wish to maintain it.

Independent Reviewing Officers should ensure that care plan review meetings consider whether sibling contact commitments in care plans have been appropriately implemented and that the child is happy with the contact they are having with their siblings. They should check that the child is happy with both the frequency and quality of their contact. 
The child’s views should be included in all assessments and reviews. It is important that the child is fully supported to express their views and wishes either during or before the review meetings. Children should be informed that they share the same IRO as their siblings. IROs should also address the issue of sibling contact in their annual report. 

Children should be told by their IRO how they can access advocacy services if they have a complaint. 

The responsible authority should discuss with their local Children in Care Council their policy and procedures on sibling contact and regularly review their performance on the issue with both the Children in Care Council and other children in care. They should also consider producing guides for both children and young people about their rights and entitlements to sibling contact with their Children in Care Council and holding an annual survey of children’s views on this issue. 

Different types of contact
2.86 Contact in the sense of personal meetings and visits will generally be the most common and, for both families and children, the most satisfactory way of maintaining their relationship. But other means can help to keep family bonds alive and should be borne in mind, for example letters, telephone calls and exchange of photographs. 

There are also other ways of giving children who would normally have only long distance contact time together through organised visits or holidays together. All parties should explore opportunities to arrange these themselves or through organisations that specialise in helping to bring together sibling groups who are otherwise separated. 
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Modern technology offers greater opportunities than ever before for separated people to maintain links and responsible authorities and the child’s carers should work together to explore how electronic media can support positive relationships for children. However the child’s carers and social workers should remain live to the possibility of these media being used to pursue contact which may place the child at risk of harm. Children should be supported to ensure that they are safe online, rather than this form of contact be avoided. Contacts, however occasional, may continue to have a value for the child even when there is no question of return to his/her family. These contacts can keep alive for a child a sense of his/her origins and may keep open the options for family relationships to be re-established when the child is older.

Contact arrangements for a child looked after under a care order
2.87 Where a child is in care, specific requirements are placed on the local authority in relation to the refusal of contact, departure from the terms of an order made under section 34 and notification, variation or supervision of contact arrangements made under a section 34 order [section 34] [regulation 8].

2.88 The responsible authority must allow reasonable contact with a child’s parents, any guardian and any other person with whom s/he was living under a court order immediately before the care order was made, provided that contact is consistent with the LA’s duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of the child. The court order may be a residence order or an order made under the inherent jurisdiction of the High Court. The powers of the court in relation to orders concerning contact are set out in sections 34(2), (3), (4), (5), (7) and (9) to (11).

2.89 The responsible authority is required to notify those affected about proposals to refuse contact under section 34(6) that would otherwise be required under section 34(1) or an order under section 34 [regulation 8(2)]. If those arrangements are set out in a court order, there is provision for the terms of the order to be departed from with the agreement of the person named in the order, and in specified circumstances with the agreement of the child, subject to the child being of sufficient age and understanding [regulation 8(4)].
2.90 In these cases, notification should also be given to the child’s parents (if not the person with whom the agreement has been made), his/her guardian, the person in whose favour a residence order was in force immediately before the care order was made, and any other person whose wishes and feelings the responsible authority consider to be relevant. The IRO must also be informed.

Contact arrangements for an accommodated child
2.91 Arrangements for contact with an accommodated child are a matter for negotiation and agreement between the responsible authority, the child, parents and others seeking 
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contact. The responsible authority should ensure that parents and others wishing to have contact with the child know where to seek advice about contact matters.

2.92 In the event of a dispute about contact with an accommodated child where the matter cannot be resolved and the complaints procedure has not provided a solution, a section 8 order may be made on the application of the child, a parent or other person.

Contact and adoption
2.93 On a local authority being authorised to place a child for adoption (or placing a child for adoption who is under six weeks old), any provision for contact under the 1989 Act (a section 8 or a section 34 order) ceases to have effect and the local authority must consider their responsibilities under section 26 of the 2002 Act. Please refer to the Adoption statutory guidance for further information about contact arrangements during and after adoption.

Placement in residential care
3.96 Residential care should be considered as a potential placement option alongside other placements. It is most likely to be suitable for an older child and a thorough assessment of the child’s needs which includes ascertaining his/her wishes and feelings will help identify those children for whom this will be the best choice. The full range of placement options should be considered in relation to the child’s needs and desired outcomes.

3.97 Residential care placements vary greatly in terms of the type of service they provide.

It is therefore important to secure the right residential placement to meet the identified needs of the child. Local authorities should ensure they have a range of residential lacements available to allow placements to be matched to each child’s individual needs. 

These needs and placement options (including considering how any contact arrangements identified will be promoted and maintained) should be considered in advance of a placement being made to allow full consideration of the suitability of each option including the opportunity for a visit as part of the decision‑making process.

3.98 Before making a placement in residential care, it is essential to fully understand exactly what that service offers and how the provider intends to care for the child. This should be agreed with the provider prior to the placement being made. The provider should be able to provide robust evidence that supports the appropriateness and effectiveness of any therapeutic approach or model of care they intend to use. The responsible authority should ensure that they fully understand the approaches being used in the residential accommodation and the supporting evidence being provided. This understanding of the provider’s approach should inform the child’s placement plan, which should be drawn up in conjunction with the provider. The child’s review will consider 
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whether the care is being provided in line with the agreed approach and whether this approach continues to be appropriate for the child.

3.99 Prior to the placement local authorities should always provide all information about the child that is necessary to allow the provider to provide appropriate care to that child and to meet the requirements of any relevant children’s homes legislation. This information should be reflected in the placement plan.

Emergency placements in residential care
3.100 Good forward planning should mean that placements made in emergency are rarely needed. Where they are unavoidable, local authorities should still seek placements that meet the needs of the child as far as possible, including taking account of any contact arrangements. When emergency placements are made, local authorities should endeavour to make as much of the necessary information about the child available to the home as is possible and should always make available any information that is vital to allow the home to care safely for the child (e.g. medical information or information about any known serious behavioural issues which may place the child at risk of harm to him/herself or others).

Placements with siblings
3.21 Being able to live with brothers and sisters where they are also looked after is an important protective factor for many looked after children. Positive sibling relationships provide support both in childhood and adulthood and can be particularly valuable during changes in a young person’s life, such as leaving care.

3.22 A number of factors however, can militate against achieving the positive placement of brothers and sisters together – they may have entered care at different times and/or they may have very different needs related to past experiences, current emotional and behavioural development and age, especially where there are significant age differences.

There may be practical difficulties in accommodating large sibling groups together. In some circumstances a child may have been abused by a brother or sister. An understanding of family functioning and family history, providing appropriate support to all parties, as well as listening to the wishes and feelings of children, are therefore key to informing these judgements. 

Wherever it is in the best interests of each individual child, siblings should be placed together. There are often some practical steps that can be taken to overcome some of the more logistical reasons for being unable to place sibling groups together. Where siblings placed together in foster care may be separated when one turns 18, the responsible authority should consider whether staying put arrangements may be beneficial for all the children involved. 
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There will, however, always be circumstances in which it is not possible to place siblings together and children should be supported to understand why they cannot live with their siblings. In these circumstances where it is in the best interests of each individual child, sibling contact should be promoted and maintained irrelevant of the distance of placement. There are a number of sources of good practice guidance on assessing the placement of siblings together, the importance of assessing relationship quality with sibling groups and how to promote and maintain sibling contact. We would expect all those involved in a child’s care to seek out the most relevant for them, and the child according to the child’s wishes and needs. See paragraph 2.85 for guidance on sibling contact where it is not possible for brothers and sisters to live together.

3.23 If it is likely that brothers and sisters who are not able to be placed together at the start of a care episode will remain looked after for the medium to long term, arrangements should be made as part of each child’s care plan which will enable brothers and sisters to live together, taking into account the other factors [section 22C(8)(b)]. 
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