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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 2
nd

 June 2015 

Repeat:  Sunday 7
th

 June 2015 

 

Producer:  Ruth Evans 

Reporter:  Fran Abrams 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

ABRAMS: Each year, 30,000 young people leave the care system 

in England.  It’s a time when they are deeply vulnerable.  From homelessness to crime, from 

grooming to teenage pregnancy – if things don’t go right, the social and personal costs are 

astronomical.  

 

SONIA:  I was out at a friends.  I came home to find my brother 

on my doorstep and I asked him what he was doing there and he said, ‘You don’t know, do 

you?’  I said, ‘Don’t know what?’ He went, ‘Ryan.’   I said, ‘What do you mean?’  He said, 

‘He’s dead.’ 

 

ABRAMS: Tonight File on 4 tells the stories of some of those 

marginalised - and often voiceless - young people.  

 

CRISTEL: If you take me into care and you claim that you’re my 

legal guardian, that you should be there, just like a parent should have.  I thought I should 

have more support. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 
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ACTUALITY IN KENT 

 

ABRAMS: I’m walking up a fairly major road near the centre of 

Canterbury; it’s obviously quite a studenty area. There’s lots of ‘to let’ signs, university 

letting agents, lots of bins with big bin bags spilling out of them, and we’ve come to see some 

young people who are living in an organisation called Porchlight, which provides 

accommodation which is supported for young people who are quite vulnerable.  We’re 

hoping to see the project leader here. 

 

ACTUALITY OF INTERCOM 

 

ABRAMS: Hello, are you Carin? 

 

TUNAKER: Yes, that’s me.  Hi.   

 

ABRAMS: Hi, I’m Fran from the BBC. 

 

TUNAKER: Hi, nice to meet you.  Come in. 

 

ACTUALITY OF DOOR SHUTTING 

 

TUNAKER: This is one of our resident’s rooms.  [Knocks on door] 

It’s staff, we’re coming in. 

 

ABRAMS: So, it’s like a little bedsit really, isn’t it?  Yes. 

 

TUNAKER: It’s a bedsit, yes, so living area with a bed, kitchen 

with a full set of crockery and whatever they might need to learn how to live by themselves. 

 

ABRAMS: Some of the young people living here are recovering 

from bad experiences in less welcoming places. 

 

ALICE:  Yeah, I was scared quite a lot of the time.  I don’t like 

staying on my own, and obviously been put there wasn’t very nice. 
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ABRAMS: Alice - we’ve changed her name – is just 17.  She’s had 

a troubled childhood, with more than one spell in care. At the beginning of this year she 

became homeless after a placement with a family member broke down.  She asked her local 

council housing department to look after her. 

 

ALICE:  I went up to the council and they put me in a B&B.   

I was the youngest one there and they were all men, I think I was the only woman – well, girl 

that was there.  I felt a bit isolated obviously and …. 

 

ABRAMS: And how long were you there for? 

 

ALICE: I was there for just over two weeks.  Yeah, I was 

scared quite a lot of the time.  I never used to bath, it was skanky, but there was a very flimsy 

lock on the door of the shower one, and you could easily kick that door down from the 

outside, so obviously it was quite nerve wracking to have a shower with knowing there was 

other men in the building that could easily just come in and do whatever. 

 

ABRAMS: And tell me, what were these men like that you were 

sharing with? 

 

ALICE: Just drug addicts, alcoholics, violent. Yeah, not nice.  

Just it’s …. The B&B I lived in is where like sex offenders and people go like that, and once 

they’ve come out of prison that’s where they go. 

 

ABRAMS: Frightening? 

 

ALICE: Yeah, very. 

 

ABRAMS: According to new Government guidelines, young 

people like Alice should only be placed in B&Bs in an emergency and never for more than 

two days.  She was there for two weeks and she was already in a very vulnerable state.  She 

became increasingly distressed and isolated. 

Did you think you were ready to live independently? 
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ALICE: No, no, I wasn't ready at all.  I just wasn’t in a good 

place either. 

 

ABRAMS: And so what happened next?  You were there for a 

couple of weeks and what happened then? 

 

ALICE: I took an overdose and got rushed into hospital and I 

was in hospital for about three days. 

 

ABRAMS: You took an overdose?  What led to that? 

  

ALICE: Just being in that place, it wasn’t nice.  Everything just 

got on top of me, I just wanted out. 

  

ABRAMS: How are you feeling now?  

 

ALICE: [Crying] 

 

ABRAMS: Just getting a bit upset? 

 

ALICE: Mmmm. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CAR NOISE 

 

ABRAMS: I’m on a really busy main road and it’s probably about, 

I don’t know, 500 yards from Dover Castle.  You can see the castle straight ahead of me, 

right upon a hill here.  And I’m standing outside a row of very big, probably once quite grand 

terraced houses, and every single one of them is a bed and breakfast.  It’s the sort of area 

where lots and lots of homeless people, asylum seekers and generally vulnerable types end up 

being housed for short periods, and this is where Alice ended up.  And we’re standing outside 

the bed and breakfast hotel that Alice was placed in, and we’re going to go and see whether 

we can have a look around, see if we can talk to anybody here. 

Hello, are you the manager? 
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MANAGER: I am indeed. 

 

ABRAMS: We’re from the BBC. 

 

MANAGER: Hello. 

 

ABRAMS: Do you mind if we have a look around? 

 

MANAGER: Not at all.  Please come in. 

 

ABRAMS: I have to say the bed and breakfast could be worse - 

it’s shabby, but reasonably clean and the manager’s pleasant and helpful.  But he isn’t here to 

look after vulnerable teenage girls. There are men hanging around with whom I certainly 

wouldn’t feel comfortable and the manager seems concerned too. 

We’ve just spoken to a young girl who’s been here because she had a crisis at home and the 

local authority have placed her here rather than foster care.  She’s only sixteen.  She said she 

found it, you know, quite frightening really, because …. 

 

MANAGER: Intimidating. 

 

ABRAMS: … there were men who had come out of prison, 

intimidating, isolating.  What do you make of that, of placing a young care leaver here like 

that? 

 

MANAGER: Yeah, I don’t think it’s a good idea really, because they 

need a bit more help and we can’t really provide that here, and we also get people with 

mental health issues, straight from mental institution here.   

 

ABRAMS: So things can obviously kick off … 

 

MANAGER: That’s right, yes. 

 

ABRAMS: Things can be quite frightening; especially for 

somebody young and vulnerable like that. 
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MANAGER:    Yes, that has happened before.  

And sometimes we don’t get enough information from the council to say, you know, these 

people have mental health problems or they’ve come out of prison, you know. 

 

ABRAMS: Yes.  She was worried there could be ex sex offenders, 

you know, all sorts of people …. 

 

MANAGER: Exactly yes, we don’t know.  We don’t get all the 

information we really should. 

 

ABRAMS: Back at Porchlight’s accommodation in Canterbury, 

project leader Carin Tunaker says they see a lot of young people who, like Alice, end up in 

B&Bs. 

 

TUNAKER: The issue is there is not enough funding, so the social 

services and the authority will do their best to find suitable accommodation, but the reality is 

there isn’t enough.  There isn’t enough supported housing, there isn’t enough foster care 

available for young people to go to. So unfortunately in some of the circumstances, we bump 

into this quite a lot here, young people are put in unsuitable  accommodation for a long period 

of time sometimes.  

 

ABRAMS: Do you have enough places to support all the young 

people who are in need of your services? 

 

TUNAKER: No, we don’t. We have a lot of people waiting.  

Because of that gap in support, a lot of their structures fall, so they will drop out of their 

college courses, they will get more traumatised; they will disengage with the kind of services 

that they might have been accessing before.  I think it’s unacceptable that a 16 year old 

should ever be put through a situation like that.  

 

ABRAMS: It was Kent County Council’s Children’s Services 

department that should have been looking after Alice. They wouldn’t be interviewed, but in a 

statement they denied placing any young care leavers in bed and breakfast this year.  They 

said they didn’t know Alice was homeless. 
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READER IN STUDIO: We were not aware the young woman needed to be 

placed in care until the local district council informed us of her situation.  At this point 

assessments were undertaken which confirmed the need for the county council to take on care 

responsibilities, whereupon she was supported in moving promptly to more suitable 

accommodation.  Negotiations are ongoing with the relevant District Councils to establish 

more consistent processes which recognise and prioritise the needs of care leavers in gaining 

access to social housing. 

 

ABRAMS: Mike Stein is Emeritus Professor in the Social Policy 

Research Unit at York University, and he’s an expert on care leavers. He says it’s quite clear 

cases like Alice’s shouldn’t be happening. 

 

STEIN: From January this year, bed and breakfast is not 

considered to be suitable other than for very exceptional emergency circumstances.  Such 

placements should be limited to a duration of no more than two working days.  Young people 

should also receive appropriate supervision and contact from the authority.  It’s also very 

clear what suitable accommodation is.  It would certainly exclude young people at just 16 or 

17 being placed in hostels with other vulnerable adults who may have substantial problems 

relating to alcohol or drug and solvent abuse, because they would be a lot older.  

 

ABRAMS: What do we know about the extent to which young 

people are actually in unsuitable accommodation, such as bed and breakfasts or adult 

homeless hostels? 

 

STEIN: Well, at the moment we only know the basic 

information that local authorities provide, but we do know from that there’s quite a large 

variation. So we can only assume from the data the local authorities provide to the DFE that 

significant numbers of young people aren’t in suitable accommodation, which is very 

worrying indeed, given what we know about the vulnerability of these young people. 
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ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER  

 

ABRAMS: I’m looking at some figures.  They’re hidden away on 

an obscure bit of the Department for Education website.  Councils have to produce data about 

where care leavers are living and I’ve been trying to find out whether Kent is typical.  Here’s 

the figure for the proportion of care leavers across England who are in what’s deemed 

‘suitable’ accommodation.  It’s about eight out of ten. There are fifteen which say two-thirds 

or less are in housing that’s appropriate for them.  And here’s the figure for Kent - just 42%.  

Kent County Council told us the figure was weighed by the fact that it has large numbers of 

young unaccompanied asylum seekers in its care and it can’t always maintain contact with 

them.  The reality is that many local authorities probably don’t know where a lot of their care 

leavers are living.  The lives of these often troubled young people can be messy - that’s why 

they need to be cared for, after all.  But Alison O’Sullivan, the President of the Association of 

Directors of Children’s Services, admits more needs to be done.  

 

O’SULLIVAN:  Bed and breakfast is not suitable accommodation for 

young people. There are occasions in a crisis where, for very short periods of time, that can 

be the only option, but it is not desirable and should only really be used in extreme 

circumstances. 

 

ABRAMS: And yet we spoke to a young woman who had been in 

a bed and breakfast for two weeks earlier this year.  She left there because she took an 

overdose.  It just hasn’t been fully implemented, has it? 

 

O’SULLIVAN: That’s not good practice; it shouldn’t be happening.  I 

think wherever young people are placed in bed and breakfast in emergencies, it’s important 

that local authorities do visit that accommodation and check for themselves that it is suitable 

for use in a crisis. 

 

ABRAMS: But even in a crisis, it’s not supposed to be more than 

two days, is it? 

 

O’SULLIVAN: I think that guideline is absolutely right; it’s not a 

suitable place for young people to be. 
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ABRAMS: But you’re the person who’s here to answer for the 

local authorities.  Who should be holding them to account if they’re not doing what they’re 

supposed to be doing? 

 

O’SULLIVAN: Well clearly it’s important that where young people are 

looked after, that the local authority takes that responsibility, working closely between social 

care services and local housing authorities is important. 

 

ABRAMS: It isn’t just inappropriate housing that’s causing young 

people to feel let down.  Care leavers are entitled to a range of services – a personal adviser, a 

plan to make sure their transition to independence goes smoothly, support with their 

education, their health, their finances, but they don’t always get it. 

 

CRISTEL: Yeah, I feel I should have had more support, because if 

you take me into care, you claim that you’re my legal guardian, that you should be there, just 

like a parent should’ve. 

 

ABRAMS: Cristel was taken into foster care when she was eleven. 

When she was sixteen, her local council offered her the chance to have her own place. 

 

CRISTEL: I was just told that I would get a key worker who 

would come in and check up on me - I think it was three times a week or so - like help me 

with planning and stuff and house cleaning and teaching me stuff and all that, but that never 

happened. 

 

ABRAMS: How often did you see your key worker? 

 

CRISTEL: Not very often at all.  Probably like once a week, if 

even that. They would come and have a little chat and then go.  

 

ABRAMS: For how long? 
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CRISTEL: If even an hour, less than an hour, yeah.  I wasn’t in 

college at the time.  I was just lounging around, hanging out on the streets and stuff, in gangs, 

smoking and stuff like that.   

 

ABRAMS: And you saw some pretty scary things by the sound of 

it? 

 

CRISTEL: Yeah I have, yeah, a lot of violence, a lot.  It’s the 

dangers of being on the street as a young girl as well. It’s really bad. 

 

ABRAMS: The office of the Children’s Commissioner has been 

hearing similar stories too.  It’s recently interviewed more than 350 care leavers in a survey 

of the system.  The Commissioner’s Principal Policy Advisor for Safeguarding, Jenny 

Clifton, says cash-strapped councils are trying to save money by forcing young people into 

independent living when they just aren’t ready. 

 

CLIFTON: I think we have a lot of evidence from young people 

themselves, that they are living lives which are quite difficult still when they leave care.  For 

many, they leave care too soon and they don’t get the ongoing support that they need. 

 

ABRAMS: But is it financial pressures that are leading to that? 

 

CLIFTON: I’m pretty sure that there must be an impact, because 

local authorities have had to make a lot of cuts.  The present position is that services for care 

leavers is very variable across the country.  There’s much that’s discretionary. 

 

ABRAMS: What sort of effects are you seeing in the work that you 

do? 

 

CLIFTON: We run an advice service for children in care and care 

leavers.  We are getting quite a lot of enquiries from young people who have left care and 

who want more support.   They want more support, more contact with people around them, 

more advice, more ongoing relationships with people who are significant to them.  Some of 
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CLIFTON cont: those will incur costs, so there are implications 

providing more supported accommodation certainly for young people. 

  

ABRAMS: We’ve come across one case where a crucial decision 

was made on cost grounds - with terrible consequences for a very troubled young woman. 

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

NEWSREADER: Nine men are found guilty of sexually exploiting 

underage girls, some as young as thirteen.  The men were convicted of plying the girls with 

drink and drugs and then passing them around for sex. 

 

ABRAMS: In the wake of the Rochdale grooming scandal, Bina 

Parmar was asked to advise on a number of serious case reviews - including that of a young 

woman named only as Young Person Seven.  Young Person Seven’s family background was 

chaotic, and the local authority knew she was at risk.  She’d been looked after in a children’s 

home and then had a failed attempt to return to her family.   

 

PARMAR: At the age of sixteen, Young Person Seven was asking 

to return to the children's home where she had had a positive experience and where she was 

making progress.  But unfortunately, because of her age, she was told that there was no 

funding available to be able to take her back into that children’s home.  She wasn’t at an age 

or a place in her life where she could protect herself, so she was left, it appears, to fend for 

herself.  She had no stability, she had nobody to provide parental care for her, so appeared to 

be very vulnerable as any young person would be if they were rendered homeless, and 

became subject to child sexual exploitation and was abused apparently by a number of men, 

and some of these men she actually came into contact with during time at a hostel. 

 

ABRAMS: And what happened next? 

 

PARMAR: As far as I’m aware she became pregnant.  She was 

being sexually exploited and she was being raped by a number of men during this period. 

And it appears as though the pregnancy was as a result of the exploitation and one of the 

rapes she was subjected to. 



- 12 - 

ABRAMS: And the trauma didn’t end there for Young Person 

Seven: her baby was taken into foster care at birth.  She told the Serious Case Review team 

she believed she would have been safe if she’d been allowed to return to the children’s 

home.  The review team’s report had harsh words on the subject: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Discussions regarding Young Person Seven at a 

management level take as their starting point the cost implications, rather than her needs. This 

fails to recognise that Young Person Seven was a young person for whom no one had 

exercised parental responsibility for several years, who remained vulnerable to abuse and was 

by no rational analysis at a point where she was ready to move into independence and protect 

herself. 

 

ABRAMS: Rochdale Borough Council chose not to comment on 

the case, but Alison O’Sullivan, President of the Association of Directors of Children’s 

Services, agrees financial factors shouldn’t be the major issue in cases such as this. 

 

O’SULLIVAN: It shouldn’t be happening purely on cost grounds.  You 

know, the statutory responsibility that we carry is to put the welfare of children first and cost 

should be a secondary issue.  I’m not aware of any circumstances in which a local authority 

will put costs ahead of the welfare of children.  It’s just not acceptable. 

 

ABRAMS: But we’ve been hearing a whole series of experts who 

seem to be saying that is what’s happening. 

 

O’SULLIVAN: The ability of local authorities to respond to 

particularly challenging cases it is not determined solely by costs alone. What can arise is that 

because of lack of funding there may not be certain types of help available in a particular 

area, but it’s not acceptable that cost would prevent people receiving help that they need.  

Local authorities prioritise the help that young people require on the basis of what their needs 

are. 

 

ABRAMS: We don’t know what proportion of young female care 

leavers end up being sexually exploited, though serious case reviews into grooming in areas 

such as Rochdale have highlighted that as an issue. And there are no clear official figures on 
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ABRAMS cont: how many care leavers become pregnant.  But the 

Centre for Social Justice think tank’s been working on that. It put in a Freedom of 

Information request to every local authority in England.  And its Associate Director for 

Families and Mental Health, Samantha Callan, shared the results exclusively with us. 

 

CALLAN: We found very high levels of girls having babies soon 

after leaving care.  For example, in North Yorkshire almost one in two young girls who’d 

been in the care system by nineteen were pregnant.  Shockingly high, 22% overall if you look 

across the whole of our population of care leavers.  That is three times the national average. 

 

ABRAMS: What sort of risks then, if one in five young female 

care leavers are becoming pregnant at a very early age – twice that in some areas? 

 

CALLAN: Well, one in ten of those young women will lose their 

own babies into the care system at a very early age. Now the judges who are taking children 

into care are often taking very many children into care - as high as fourteen or fifteen babies 

being taken into care from one mother.  They’re unusual, but anything underneath that is a 

terrible tragedy for a young mum who is just wanting to create a family.  Often she wants to 

give that young child the start in life, the childhood, the kind of transition into adult life that 

she never had herself, but she’s just not having the chance to do that.  I was talking to a 

young woman yesterday who’d been in a homeless hostel.  She was pregnant and actually 

she’d become pregnant by being in the homeless hostel, so how are these young girls getting 

into this very vulnerable position?  Often, as I say, they’ve exited the care system.  They 

haven’t exited it from one safe place into another safe place.  

 

ABRAMS: While vulnerable young women are at risk of 

exploitation and pregnancy, male care leavers are at higher risk than others of getting into 

trouble with the law. 

 

SAM RAPPING 

 

ABRAMS: Sam’s 22 now, and his music’s helping him to turn his 

life around. He went into care as a toddler and he says when it came to leaving at sixteen, he 

didn’t get the support he needed. 
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SAM: My mum died when I was fourteen, and then obviously 

me head was just a mess and I just kept getting into trouble.  I remember when I was sixteen, 

I got kicked out of the foster home, yeah, and there was nowhere for me to go, yeah?  Even 

my social worker was saying there’s nowhere for you to go, ain’t there somewhere you can 

go?  Like asking me.  

 

ABRAMS: The social worker was saying, can you find somewhere 

to live?  

 

SAM: Yeah and then I used to get home tutored because I got 

kicked out of school, so my home tutor, she basically took me in.  It was only meant to be for 

about two weeks or summat, but then she ended up looking after me for about a year.  She 

couldn’t afford to keep me there; you know what I mean, so yeah, I ended up going into a 

hostel. 

 

ABRAMS: At sixteen, Sam was entitled to a personal adviser to 

help him plan for the future.  He was entitled to support with his accommodation and 

education.  But he says he saw his social worker every three months, if that.  In desperation 

his tutor found him a place in a hostel.  It was home to a number of young care leavers. The 

company he kept there was far from ideal.  And he went to prison twice. 

 

SAM:  Most of the boys that were in there, I met them in jail 

again, because they went through a similar path and ended up going to jail as well. 

 

ABRAMS: Why do you think that was? 

 

SAM: I just think it’s probably just a lack of love, innit? 

Obviously when you live in them type of places, you just don’t know what way to go and 

because you don’t have parents to help you get your head together, yeah, you just end up 

going down a bad road.   When you live in a hostel it’s like no one cares about you, you 

know what I mean? You're just on your own. 

 

ABRAMS: Manchester City Council told us it was sorry Sam 

didn’t get the back-up he needed. 
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READER IN STUDIO: As corporate parents, it’s important that we get this 

right for our young people who are in this period of transition to adulthood.  We are 

always keen to improve our practice wherever possible.  If Sam wishes to contact us, we 

would like to review his case so we can take on board any lessons to enhance the help and 

support which we provide. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

ABRAMS: Care leavers in England are more than four times more 

likely than others in their age group to end up in prison.  Once again the official statistics 

aren’t easy to decipher.  But we’ve been analysing them - and we’ve drawn up our own 

league table of the numbers of care leavers who end up in custody.  What’s striking is the 

huge variation around the country.  If we look here at Darlington, Harrow, Brent, there are no 

care leavers in custody according to the statistics.  But then if you look again at Blackpool, 

for instance, or North Lincolnshire, the figure’s more than one in eight. 

 

COYNE: We don’t allow people to sit there and use care as an 

excuse for committing offences – far from it.  What we do is accept that committing an 

offence has got an underlying cause and it’s sometimes those things that happen after the care 

system, some of those struggles you face as a young care leaver that lead to your experiences 

of the criminal justice system. 

 

ABRAMS: Sam was lucky when he came out - he was referred to 

a programme run by the Care Leavers’ Association and Probation.  His project leader is 

Darren Coyne - like everyone who works here, he’s a care leaver himself. 

 

COYNE: If we look at figures which exist for care leavers, 

which are few and far between unfortunately, we can talk about estimates that suggest if 

you’re under the age of 21, there are some 27% of young people in custody who have spent 

time in the care system.  If you look at those girls who are fifteen to eighteen, we’re talking  

about some 60% of those in custody have spent time in care.  Now that’s almost becoming a 

secure children’s home, not a young offender institute.  It’s almost like the criminal justice 

system is becoming a second placement for children in care.  The fact of the matter is, as a  
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COYNE cont: society we need to recognise that if we’ve got 

significant numbers of our young people from the care system going into criminal justice 

settings, something is not right. 

 

ACTUALITY IN LEEDS 

 

ABRAMS: I’m in Chapeltown.  It’s a busy, multicultural area a 

few miles out from Leeds city centre.  And I’ve come to find out more about a young man 

whose story seems to sum up just how easy it is for things to go badly wrong after young 

people in care hit sixteen.  A failed placement at this stage often leads to a care leaver ending 

up in unsuitable accommodation.  Then there’s an almost inevitable slide into instability, the 

wrong kind of company and exposure to every kind of risk.  Ryan Clark’s experience was 

typical. 

 

DAGGETT:  It’s still affecting us now and it’s going to take quite a 

long time.  I don’t think we’ll ever get the answers to why.  We’re never going to find the 

answers.  There’s always going to be question marks, most definitely. 

 

ABRAMS: Sonia Daggett is a mother of five.  She was brought up 

in care herself, and when her third son Ryan was sixteen months old, she was diagnosed with 

bipolar disorder.  She was in a violent relationship; she wasn’t coping, so she asked for her 

sons to be looked after.  They were placed together with a foster carer, and for a number of 

years that worked well.  But when the older two boys left, Ryan was unsettled.  His behaviour 

deteriorated, and when he was thirteen the placement came to an end.  After that, nothing 

seemed to go right. 

 

DAGGETT: It spiralled downwards.  They placed him with a 

member of my family, which I refused that he should go there, because there was drug taking 

and they had troublesome children as well.  But social services went and did a day check – 

yes, he can stay there.  He must have been fifteen – fifteen or sixteen he was.  They let him 

stay there.  He got more into drugs.  It wasn’t heroin.  Amphetamines, Cannabis.  That broke 

down. 
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ABRAMS: Ryan had a series of short-term foster placements, none 

of which worked.  He was excluded from school; he had a couple of brushes with the law. He 

went to live with his father, which seemed like a positive move.  He was forming a 

relationship with a dad he’d never known, and maybe he thought he was going to get the 

family he’d always wanted and needed.  But then, just a couple of days before his sixteenth 

birthday, events took a tragic turn. 

 

DAGGETT: Ryan phoned me in the middle of the night from the 

hospital.  All he said to me was ‘my dad’s died,’ and the phone dropped and the nurse then 

took over the phone call and said, ‘I have to go and see to your son,’ so it was the next 

morning that I got the full information.  But it affected him really, really, really, really, badly.  

He didn’t get the help he should have got from social services around his dad dying and I 

don’t think they realised at the time – or listened - that he was actually there and had seen it 

happen. 

 

ABRAMS: Because of his age - just about to turn sixteen - Ryan 

had been transferred to a team which was meant to supervise his exit from care.  But he 

wasn’t ready.  In the months that followed his father’s death, those who came into contact 

with him could see he wasn’t looking after himself.  A nurse raised concerns about self-

neglect - his teeth were bad; he wasn’t signed on with a doctor or a dentist.  And his mum 

says she was shocked by the places where he was being housed. 

 

DAGGETT: In twelve months Ryan had twelve moves.  Every 

month Ryan was moved back and forth.  From hostel to hostel placement, bed and breakfast 

to bed and breakfast.  Some of them were horrific. They were - I wouldn’t have put a child in 

there, in quite a few of them that he’d been put in. 

 

ABRAMS: Over that year Ryan lived in no fewer than three 

B&Bs, three homeless shelters and a bail hostel.  Each time he had to leave because he 

caused trouble.  His life was increasingly chaotic, and all those working with him were 

struggling to maintain contact.  Then he was arrested for a street robbery.  He denied it, but 

was remanded in custody to Wetherby Young Offenders’ Institution.  Sonia had a phone call 

from him just after he arrived there.  It was the last time she ever spoke to him. 
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DAGGETT: I was out at a friend’s.  I came home to find my brother 

on my doorstep, and I asked him what he was doing there, and he said, ‘You don’t know, do 

you?’  I said, ‘Don’t know what?’  He went, ‘Ryan.’  I said, ‘What do you mean?’  He said, 

‘He’s dead.’  I straight ran in, made phone calls to the prison.  This was some four or five 

hours after they’d found him.  No one had been in touch with me to tell me about my child.  

 

ABRAMS: Ryan had been in Wetherby nearly three weeks. He’d 

been disciplined after an incident on Mothers’ Day, when he’d been unable to contact Sonia. 

And he’d complained other inmates taunted him about his parents.  He’d hanged himself - 

apparently in an attempt to get moved to a hospital wing.  The inquest described it as a 

tragically misguided cry for help. 

 

BUNDEY: At the time of Ryan’s death, 50% of children in 

Wetherby YOI were looked after children. 

 

ABRAMS: Ruth Bundey is a solicitor, who represented Ryan’s 

mother at the inquest.  She says the case raises bigger questions about how the system treats 

young people like him when they’re exiting the care system. 

 

BUNDEY: In the last few months before he died, he had no one 

single person who was there for him.  There were seven different agencies in touch with him 

and he seemed to be a bit pushed from pillar to post, in terms of individuals meant to be 

looking after him, and perhaps as a result of that, instead of looking at Ryan’s behaviour and 

long term needs and what was going on. Those who dealt with him seemed to react to a crisis, 

a particular incident and tried to deal with it.  Ryan’s got no money today; Ryan’s got 

nowhere to sleep tonight, let’s deal with this, let me sort it out for the next 24 hours.  But long 

term that wasn’t really dealing with what was causing Ryan difficulties. 

 

ABRAMS: I guess they might say, well this was a young man who 

just behaved so badly that he couldn’t sustain a placement and yes, he might have been in 

foster care, he might have been better looked after if he hadn’t kept blowing it. 
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BUNDEY: Well maybe so, but that’s part and parcel of perhaps 

never looking at what was making him disruptive and what was making him basically 

unhappy. 

 

ABRAMS: In March this year, a Serious Case Review was 

published.  It identified numerous failings in the way Ryan was looked after and it said the 

care leaver system had let him down. 

 

READER IN STUDIO:  There was no one person who assumed responsibility 

for Ryan as a looked after child, ensuring that his overall wellbeing was promoted and 

safeguarded.  The organisation legally charged with parental responsibility did not adequately 

discharge it. 

 

ABRAMS: Four years have passed since Ryan died.  The review 

couldn’t be published till the inquest was completed. So Leeds City Council has had time to 

reflect and to act on what went wrong.  Its Deputy Director for Children’s Services is Steve 

Walker. He says his department did its best for Ryan. 

 

WALKER: Clearly Ryan was a young man who had a troubled 

history and there were a number of individuals who worked very hard with Ryan to support 

him.  They never gave up with him and they supported him above and beyond.  However, I 

think the challenge was coordinating the input from those different professionals.  The 

coordination and planning is what could have been done better.  I think the other thing that 

was a real challenge for those working with Ryan at the time was the level of accommodation 

that was available for care leavers at that time in Leeds. And that’s something that we’ve 

worked very hard to address. 

 

ABRAMS: Yes, I mean three bed and breakfasts, three homeless 

hostels and a bail hostel, and back and forth between those, so it was just totally 

unacceptable, wasn’t it, for a boy in his position?  

 

WALKER: Yes, I think it was and that’s why we’ve really invested 

significantly in services for care leavers in Leeds.  One of the things that we’ve done is set up 

a very strong supported accommodation service for care leavers that actually reflects their 
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WALKER cont: needs, so that any move to independent 

accommodation takes place at the pace of the young person, that they have the appropriate 

support and that the young person is fully involved in the decision for them to do that.  And 

over the last two years, no care leavers in Leeds have been placed in bed and breakfast 

accommodation.  

 

ABRAMS: There has been progress in Leeds.  After having 

previously being found inadequate by Ofsted, the city’s Children’s Services Department has 

now been rated Good.  But in other areas, there’s still concern. The inspectorate says 55% of 

these departments require improvement.  And the costs of that are profound, both socially and 

financially. Which is why MPs on the Public Accounts Committee are also taking an interest 

in care leavers.  A National Audit Office report on the subject is due in July, and after that 

there’ll be an inquiry by the committee. Meg Hillier MP, who’s standing to be the 

committee’s new chair, thinks a more strategic view needs to be taken. 

 

HILLIER:    Probably you need to have longer term financial 

planning for some of the young people who are leaving care, because that would mean that 

we'll be looking at the longer term outcome and using that as the best measure of value for 

money and benefit to that individual, rather than just doing it year by year and saying, oh 

good, we’ve managed to balance our budgets this year. Which is obviously important, but 

is not the only thing when you’re dealing with people in this situation. 

 

ABRAMS: Those young people are saying afterwards that they 

didn’t feel adequately supported and that their bad outcomes have been made worse because 

they didn’t have the support they needed after the age of sixteen. What would you say to that? 

 

HILLIER: This is what really comes to the nub of what value for 

money in Government should be about.  It’s not just value for money for the taxpayer, but 

actually measuring those outcomes for the people who the services are designed for, so if care 

leavers are repeatedly saying this, it’s important that the policy makers listen to that and the 

money men, if you like, the Chancellor and so on, listen to that as well to make sure that 

we’re looking at the long term value for money benefit, and we need to make sure that the 

money that’s being spent on children in care is really enhancing their life chances. Because 

it’s such a big impact on them, but also on wider society to make sure that those children 
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HILLIER cont: become young adults who can really truly contribute to 

society, get a job and bring up their own families in time.  We need to make sure that we’re 

really tackling this effectively for them, but also for the wider benefit of all of us. 

 

ABRAMS: We would have liked to have talked to a Government 

minister about whether young people are being let down, but no one would be interviewed.  

In a statement, the Department for Education said it was committed to improving the lives of 

care leavers. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: This is evidenced by the comprehensive and far-

reaching support we have put in place since 2010, which means young people leaving care 

are now receiving more help than ever before.  However, there is always more than can be 

done to help this vulnerable group of young people and we will continue to look at this over 

the coming months.   

 

ABRAMS: There are plans afoot for changes which should allow 

more young people to stay in care for longer - but there’s also concern about whether they 

could put further strain on an already overstretched system and that could allow even more 

vulnerable teenagers to fall through the net. 

 

CRISTEL: I would have liked them to be there, encourage me, get 

me into college, help support me, not just leave me there, dry and high. 

 

SAM: I just think it’s probably just a lack of love, innit, 

because you don’t have parents to help you get your head together, yeah?  You just end up 

going down a bad road. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


