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The Fostering Network’s response to the consultation on the extension of 
operation of the children’s social care regulations, November 2020  

About The Fostering Network  
The Fostering Network is the UK’s leading fostering charity, progressing the fostering agenda for 
more than 40 years, influencing and shaping policy and practice at every level. We are passionate 
about the difference foster care makes to children and young people. Transforming children’s lives is 
at the heart of everything we do. As a membership organisation we bring together individuals and 
services involved in providing fostering right across Northern Ireland and throughout the UK.  

In Northern Ireland, The Fostering Network has 100 per cent organisational membership, comprised 
of all five Health and Social Care Trusts and all independent voluntary fostering providers 
(Barnardo’s, KinderCare, Foster Care Associates and Action for Children). Consequently, all 2,500 
foster and kinship foster care households here are our members which informs our positions 
alongside research; in this way we aim to be the voice of foster care. 

The Fostering Network’s response to the extension of the temporary modifications  
We welcome the extension of The Children’s Social Care (Coronavirus) (Temporary Modification of 
Children’s Social Care) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2020 until the 7 May 2021. We also welcome 
the continuation of the monitoring data collection and publication. This data is extremely useful when 
assessing the needs of our members and supporting them with the response to the coronavirus 
pandemic.  

However, the changes to the regulations only go so far in relieving the pressure on the children’s 
social care sector. The staff shortages reported in the monitoring data are deeply concerning as is the 
high percentage of foster carers who have not had their annual reviews. Annual reviews are important 
to establish if foster carers need any additional support or training to carry out their role. they are 
essential to underpinning safeguarding within the system about whether a foster carer's approval 
should continue or there should be any changes to their terms of approval. We are concerned that by 
the end of May there will be a significant backlog in reviews and seek assurance that other processes 
are in place to identify support needs at this time. 

All the monitoring data is pointing towards increased heat and fragility within the system, and we are 
receiving similar reports from our members. We note with concern the high level of staff absence 
within the statutory services and indeed we are also receiving reports of challenges with staff 
retention and sickness; this is leading to limited resources being stretched further than ever before.  

We are still far from returning to normal and the impact of the ‘first wave’ of the virus is still becoming 
apparent. We are aware, for example, of the concerns foster carers have about the disruption to 
education and we have seen a large increase in demand for all our services. We have seen a 
continued high level of need for tuition and IT support through our HSC funded service, Fostering 
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Attainment and Achievement  and have been working closely with colleagues at HSCB to collectively 
address this. We are continuing to provide one to one support for foster carers on issues relating to 
education. We are aware that foster carers are concerned about potential exam changes and, 
particularly, about the mental wellbeing of their young people. 

Supporting families to stay together  
This has been a very difficult and challenging time for all families including those families on the 
periphery of the care system. The Fostering Network’s edge of care service, Step up, Step Down 
(SUSD), with South Eastern Trust, continues to work with 53 families (69 adults and 125 children). 
The focus has been on supporting children to remain at home with their birth families during the 
Covid-19 crisis through supporting parents, children, young people and whole family units together. 
The holistic, wraparound support from SUSD has been crucial. The chair of the SUSD steering group, 
who is also the Head of Service for Safeguarding within the South Eastern Trust commented: “SUSD 
is providing excellent support to families and is a real lifeline to helping families cope well and stay 
together.” We are aware that other trusts and agencies are interested in this support care partnership 
model which is clearly evidencing the impact of the model in keeping children at home with their 
families at these really difficult times. These partnerships have never been more important and there 
is much that we can learn that can be shared. 

In addition, our Children in Need funded Kinship Support Service has been particularly busy during 
the pandemic and has been providing ongoing weekly support sessions to 45 kinship foster carers, 
and face to face wellbeing sessions for more than 50 children. This service is due to end in March as 
a result of reduced funding available from Children in Need. We are concerned that lack of funding for 
this highly valued service will remove yet another form of support for these families.  

The Fostering Network’s survey on the impact of Covid-19  
Towards the end of March 2020, The Fostering Network in Northern Ireland undertook a short survey 
of all foster carer members and kinship foster carer members to gauge the initial impact of the 
coronavirus pandemic on foster carers and to inform plans for the reconfiguration of services. Some 
of the key findings were published in our previous response on the temporary modifications to the 
regulations, available here.  

The Fostering Network has now, in November, launched a second survey trying to assess the 
ongoing impact and experiences of our members. The data for this second survey will be available 
soon. We would be more than happy to meet with you to discuss the findings. To arrange a meeting 
please get in touch with Kathleen Toner (contact details below).  

The draft regulations for non-kinship foster care 
We hope that at this time of increased pressure, the Northern Ireland Assembly will not delay further 
the introduction of the draft regulations on fostering. Such regulations will introduce statutory 
minimum standards for non-relative foster care which, had they been in place already, may have 
provided a decision-making framework for addressing a range of issues during this pandemic. The 
Fostering Network’s position has long been that the introduction of such regulations and standards 
would provide a clear framework for all aspects of foster care.  

Key worker status  
Foster carers are continuing to fulfil a vital role, looking after children and young people in their care: 
maintaining relationships, providing stable family homes and keeping children safe. It is important that 
they are recognised for their important work and can continue to provide for the children in their care 
throughout any changes as a result of the pandemic, in the coming months and beyond. The 
Fostering Network therefore believe that foster carers should be assigned key worker status 
alongside their social work colleagues, as has happened elsewhere in the UK.  

https://www.thefosteringnetwork.org.uk/sites/www.fostering.net/files/content/thefosteringnetworksubmissiontohealthcommitteeni.pdf
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Conclusion  
While we welcome the extension of the temporary modifications to the children’s social care 
regulations, there is still some way to go to relieve the building pressure within the system. Instating 
the draft regulations for non-kinship foster care in Northern Ireland could work towards relieving some 
of this pressure. We will continue to identify the persisting and emerging issues for foster families 
across Northern Ireland and are very happy to meet and share that information with Northern Irish 
Government officials. In addition, The Fostering Network believe that an important sign of recognition 
from Government that foster carers are an essential part of the social care workforce, would be 
granting them key worker status.  

 

Contact details:  

Kathleen Toner, Director, The Fostering Network Northern Ireland  

Email: Kathleen.Toner@fostering.net  

Contact telephone number: 07436 808240 
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