
Public Meeting 23rd October Council House, Birmingham

Briefing and background to the Le Grand Review and the 
privatization of children’s social care.

1. Le Grand Review and Birmingham
In March 2014 Prof Julian Le Grand completed a review on behalf of the 
Government into Birmingham Council’s Children’s social care services. 
Le Grand was asked to consider the likelihood of the Council leading 
improvements in services and also alternative options for delivering 
those services.

While focused on Birmingham his review was intended to assist the 
Government with thinking about ‘improvement interventions’ for other 
failing Local Authorities.  The position of Le Grand is that where public 
services are failing they should be replaced by new institutions to 
provide the service.

The Le Grand Review and follow up Reviews which are due to report in 
September and December should be seen in close relation to the 
change in Regulation to allow Local Authorities to delegate a range of 
their social care functions to third party organisations. 

2. Delegation of Powers Regulations
In April 2014 the Government commenced an very short consultation on 
the amendment of Regulations which would allow the extension of the 
social care functions which could be delegated to a third party. 

There was an overwhelming public response to the consultation 
rejecting the proposals to allow for the direct privatisation of social care 
services, including the possible outsourcing of Child protection services 
to private sector providers including Serco and G4S. 

In June 2014  the Government placed amended regulation before 
Parliament whose only concession was to prevent the direct delegation 
of services to private companies while allowing those same companies 
to set up non-profit enterprises who could tender for those services.



3. What is privatization?
According to Whitfield  privatisation is much more than the sale of public 
assets it is rather  “a comprehensive strategy for permanently 
restructuring the welfare state and public services in the interests of 
capital” (Whitfield, 1983) Privatisation is accompanied by a twin process 
of marketisation where public services are commodified and reshaped to 
allow for market relations to be introduced and to open the way for 
private sector involvement.  This requires the state in actively creating 
and sustaining markets.

A key feature of the Coalition’s public sector reforms has been the break 
up of existing public sector institutions to create scope for new 
organisational forms and opportunities for outsourcing. This is now being 
applied in Children’s social care.

4. Existing privatisation in Children’s social care
There have been significant growth in private sector provision in specific 
areas of children’s social care such as fostering and residential care. 
The closure of local authority children’s homes has been accompanied 
by the increasing market dominance of private and voluntary providers in 
residential care. The private sector now runs 65% of residential homes 
for children. ‘Two of England’s three biggest private providers of foster 
placements are owned by private equity firms; the value of fostering 
services to the private sector has grown by a fifth in two years, to reach 
£584 million.’  

Many local authorities are heavily reliant upon private recruitment 
agencies to fill social work vacancies who profit through the provision of 
agency social workers and other social care staff. While this creeping 
privatisation took place under the last New Labour Government under 
the present Con-Dem Government there has been a step-change in the 
pace and depth of the potential for the privatisation of social care 
services.

5. Michael Gove’s speech to the NSPCC
In his speech made in November 2013 Gove spelt out the rationale of 
the Con-Dem’s reform of children’s social care services. The monolithic 
model of the provision of children’s social care within Local authorities is 
his target. Existing services were failing children as they were unable to 
respond and innovate as they were tied to bureaucratic ways of working 
which in turn restrained the professional practice of social workers he 
argued. 



He asked the question: Why must all child protection services be 
delivered in-house? What is required is a programme of reform based on 
new organisational models of delivery and promotion of innovation in 
children’s social care.

6. The Con-Dem Government’s social care reforms
The Government reforms can be seen to be promoting both the break-
up local authority provision and the introduction of market relations in the 
co-ordination of services. Here are three aspects of these reforms;

Children’s Social Care Innovation Programme and Fund
The Government’s Innovation Programme is intended to act as a 
‘catalyst’ to bring about substantive change in children’s social care 
delivery and is underpinned by a £30m Innovation fund. This includes an 
invitation to the private sector and social finance to bid for improvement 
funds.

Promotion of organisational changes for the delivery of social care
The intention is to move the State from being the default provider of 
statutory services to that of facilitator, resource allocator or 
commissioner.  We are starting to see the shift towards Councils 
becoming ‘Commissioning authorities’ as for children’s services. The 
Government is also keen to promote the role of Social Work Practices 
within the new system, previously piloted by New Labour.

Government support has been given to new arrangements and co-
operation between local authorities such as Richmond and Kingston 
upon Thames have set up a joint social enterprise to jointly delivery 
Children’s services across the two authorities. 

Personal budgets for children subject to EHC plans
From September 2014 children and young people assessed as needing 
an Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans will have the option of a 
personal budget that will bring together money from education, health 
and social care into a single budget. An effect of personal budgets is that 
role of local authorities as a provider of social care services, such as 
short break care and other residential care, becomes marginal as they 
increasingly compete alongside private providers move into the ‘market’.

7. Summary of the Le Grand Review
Le Grand’s diagnosis of the failure of Birmingham Children’s social care 
services is primarily organisational: with children’s social care placed in 



an isolated position within the Council structures and lacking political 
support and interest leading to the underfunding of services and 
dysfunctional management. Critically there remained insufficient internal 
and external challenge to the Department to address the performance 
problems which was leading to catastrophic failure for some individual 
children

Le Grand makes a pessimistic assessment of Birmingham’s progress 
towards improvement and of the likelihood of future improvement.  ‘The 
signs of improvement so far are modest and evidently fragile.’ He says. 
Le Grand had significant concerns about management capacity and 
structure and that there remained insufficient internal and external 
challenge to the Department. Further Birmingham could not be trusted 
with its own service improvement.

In considering alternative interventions the Le Grand panel rules out the 
option of another authority ‘taking over’ the helm on the grounds of the 
size of Birmingham and there being another authority with the capacity 
and strength to do so.

The option given most serious attention in the Review is:

Birmingham City Council becomes the commissioner of children’s 
social care services, with provision by one or more independent 
organisations under contract to the Council. Providers could be new 
organisations – such as the independent non-profit trust for 
education in Hackney or that currently being developed for Doncaster 
– or could be undertaken by existing private sector or social 
enterprise organisations. They could be service - or area – specific, 
for example, they could be at the level of the four areas or of the 
Hubs.

This is Le Grand’s favoured option but the fundamental problem is that it 
is un-realisable in the short term as there is insufficient capacity among 
alternative providers.  There are insufficient ‘resources in the short term, 
either from within existing organisations in the private or social 
enterprise sector or from other sources available to establish the setting 
up of a new organisation.’ he accepts.

The Government’s response was to re-commission Le Grand and his 
review team to do two further pieces of work. The first was to explore 
how improvement capacity can be created to enable a range of 
intervention options for local authorities failing to protect young people, 



with the deadline of September 2014.  The final piece of work was to 
look at the future of commissioning services in Birmingham in particular 
and to report in December 2014.

8. Why the Le Grand Review is about privatisation?
While new Regulation empowers Local Authorities to delegate more 
social care functions to a third party provider Le Grand identifies a 
structural blockage the absence of alternative capacity. His task on 
behalf of the Government is to consider how to create a marketplace of 
providers to whom the powers can be delegated. The Le Grand 
Review(s) are explicitly intended to provide the detailed strategic 
thinking to inform the Government on how to move forward their reform 
of children’s social care, in this they are of national significance 

The Government acted upon the advice of Le Grand and appointed a 
Children’s Commissioner, Sir Norman Warner, at the end of March 2014 
to oversee Birmingham Council’s improvement plans over a twelve 
month period, while Le Grand worked on longer term solutions for 
services in the city.

The Commissioner’s  brief included promoting more commissioning by 
Birmingham and this influence can be seen in the new Children’s Social 
Care Improvement Plan which includes the development of a 3 year 
commissioning plan will include ‘exploring options to improve the quality 
and / or value for money of the services available to children.’  The 
Improvement Plan states ‘that other organisations may be better 
positioned than the council to deliver the quality services we require for 
children in the city, within our financial envelope.’

Within five months of the appointment of the Children’s Commissioner 
the Cabinet member for Children’s services had made an in principal 
decision to outsource all Birmingham’s remaining Council run Children’s 
Home. The proposed outsourcing of residential care will now be 
presented to the Council Cabinet at its December meeting.

9. The Le Grand Review: a brief critique
The conclusions of the Review Report are ahistoric and reductionist. 
Birmingham’s failure is the failure of a public service not subject to 
contest and competition of the market, failure is the result of the absence 
of incentives that would drive up performance and the quality of 
services. There is no ‘working out’ of his analysis provided in the short 
review report which is focused on the solutions not explaining the 
problems. He seeks to bring forward a technical organisational fix 



through the implementation of a quasi-market framework for children’s 
social care, and while he locates fault in the local political system he 
seeks to displace the solution away from politics.  

Absent is any discussion of the conditions of practice for frontline social 
workers or discussion of the implementation of the Munro Report’s 
recommendations whose starting point was the need to create a ‘child-
centred system’ informed by the human rights of children. His account 
takes no account of the impact of Con-Dem austerity policies upon 
children and families living in Birmingham. In particular there is an elision 
of local budget decisions resulting from the four years of spending cuts 
imposed by Central Government, where resources are discussed  it is in 
terms of the historic relative underspend upon children’s social care in 
the city. Similarly the size of number of children living in poverty in 
Birmingham is acknowledged as a factor contributing to demand for 
services but not as the outcome of policy.

10. Four arguments against the privatisation of children’s social 
work

A return to the political
The position and welfare of children in society should be a political 
priority. Children on low incomes have been hit hard by Con-Dem 
austerity policies and more children will be forced to live in poverty as a 
result of the implementation of the welfare reforms. We need effective 
political action that puts the needs of children first not market reforms!

Improvement and the public sector
‘There is strong evidence that the most effective and sustained 
improvement comes from Council’s themselves.’ (LGA). The knowledge 
and experience necessary to enable improvement of Children’s care 
services lies within the public sector and there is a successful track 
record of peer support.

The Knaves: G4S and Serco
The evidence suggests that given the opportunity that profit seeking 
companies providing public services will ‘game’ the system. G4S and 
Serco are being investigated over public contracts worth more than 
£200m by the Serious Fraud Office. The primary objectives of PLC’s is 
the generation of profit for shareholders.

Accountability and risk 



There is no evidence that breaking up Local Authorities will improve 
outcomes for vulnerable children. Rather the de-stabilising effects of 
organisational change and the diffusion of accountability and risk over 
multiple organisations and providers could damage child protection 
system further.

This attempt to privatise and marketise children’s social care is part of 
the ongoing neo-liberal transformation of our public services and our 
society.  This transformation is about strengthening the power of capital 
in society as well as opening new spheres of the public realm for capital 
accumulation.
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