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OVERVIEW

Since 2002 the Children’s Fund (CF) has supported the activities programme for children and young people with caring responsibilities – Young Carers (YC). This paper considers the issues that have emerged from our involvement with the Young Carers Service. It goes on to recommend a number of actions to improve their lives now and as the adults they will become.

ISSUES

“As a parent I feel guilty about the pressures on him. Young Carers gives him something that is solely for him” (Parent of a YC)

Normal & Abnormal Childhood: YC are children and young people who have caring responsibilities for a member of their family in excess of what a child or young person would normally be expected to have.  It is not uncommon for children as young as five to have major household responsibilities that include shopping, cooking, cleaning, washing and helping with personal hygiene.  Children in this position are effectively losing out on what a normal childhood should be and setting up patterns of behaviour that may have a detrimental lifelong effect.

Pressures that produce Young Carers: This comes about because the adult(s) who would normally perform these tasks is unable or unwilling to take this responsibility; this is then passed onto the child.  Typically in such homes there is a parent(s) with a disability who has to rely on a child to help.  Unlike other areas of social exclusion it crosses the class barriers, especially where a parent is mentally ill and/or addicted to drugs or alcohol.

Staffing Levels: In 2001 Milton Keynes Council appointed a part time Young Carers Worker to work with children who are 8+.  She is based at Carers Milton Keynes. In September 2005 she was joined by a full time Connexions Worker concerned with YC who are 13+. Although this represents an improvement this is still insufficient to meet needs. No one is working with children under 8 .

“I share my experiences with other children” ..  “Other people know how I  feel.” (YC)

Small Activities Programme: The CF and Milton Keynes Council have provided this grant. It supports YC groups that meet bi weekly, monthly on a Sunday and for whole days during school holidays. In between members are often very isolated from one another and other young people as Borough wide group transport can be a problem and a major expense. Workers running these groups also try to support and signpost YC into using universal youth programmes as part of their wider aim of promoting a ‘normal’ childhood.

“I get to do activities we can’t do as a family because of my brother.” (YC)

Childhood for Children: Primary caring responsibilities should rest with adults. Workers often meet children who behave and think like little adults. Childhood is a time to be a child that we will never have again.  Once lost it can never be reclaimed.

Size of the Problem: YC are everywhere. In Milton Keynes we are currently aware of approximately 80 YC, thirty of whom are under 8. National studies suggest this is the tip of the iceberg and there are many times this number.

ACTIONS
1. Raise Awareness: We need to make communities and those working with children and young people aware of YC: how they can recognise them and how to best offer support. Both the YC Worker and the Connexion Worker are already doing this via direct advice to staff and information packs. 

2. Increase Level of Support: Organisations should ensure that in making provision for adults with special needs they also ensure they assess the support the parent needs to be able to adequately parent1 – thereby reducing the pressure on young people to perform inappropriate caring roles.

3. Involve the Extended Family: As well as ensuring the statutory services play their part in helping a parent to parent, we want to ensure the extended family are mobilised. They are best placed to support parents and model what is an appropriate level of care for a child/young person to assume. With this in mind we recommend greater use of the Family Group Conference Service2 to mobilise all parts of the family. 

“….I have someone to turn to.” (YC)

4. Adopting a Championing Role: The Young Carers Worker should increasingly encourage and cajole both statutory services and the immediate and extended family to assume more responsibility. This will enable  the YC to do less. 

5. Increase Future Staffing: The YC Worker is now employed for 20 hours per week. Given the volume of unmet needs, Milton Keynes Council has now agreed to increase the hours for this post to 1.5 x full time equivalent funded from The Children’s Grant from April 2007.  This will do much to improve the support available to YC.
———————–—————————————

1.They said what?’: Some common myths about disabled parents and community care legislation. 

Jenny Morris, Published : Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

2. A system of bringing together immediate and extended families to make long term plans for the care of cyp.
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