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House of Commons

Sport & Museums (Education) 

House of Commons • Oral Questions, Culture, Media & Sport • 28 January 2008

D

uring January’s session of oral questions to Ministers at the Department of Culture, Media & Sport, there were questions about girls and sport and about visits by children to national museums.

Sport (Girls)
The questions on this topic were opened by Lorely Burt (LDP, Solihull) who was unhappy at the gap between girls’ and boys’ participation in sport. She said that one million children were not getting the two hours sport a week the Government had promised. The Minister, Gerry Sutcliffe (Lab, Bradford South), newly appointed to the Department following the reshuffle when Peter Hain resigned from the Cabinet, said that the gap between boys’ and girls’ participation was narrowing. He added that he thought the fact that 86 per cent of school children were getting the two hours of sport there were supposed to do was good news and not bad.


Barbara Keeley (Lab, Worsley) complained about the bias against women in sport at all levels, pointing out that members of the women’s national football team did not receive salaries. The Government was working with the Football Association in trying to establish an elite women’s league and on other measures to increase female participation, the Minister replied.


Humfrey Malins (Con, Woking) urged the Minister to talk to the Home Office about increasing participation in sport in young offender institutions. Mr Sutcliffe agreed that was important.  

Shadow spokesman Hugh Robertson (Con, Faversham & Mid Kent) said that part of the problem was the reluctance of girls to take up the “conventional” school sport on offer. He wanted to know whether Sport England or the Department of Health would be responsible for dance, yoga and other alternatives to conventional sport. Mr Sutcliffe said that the review of Sport England and its responsibilities should be completed by the end of February.
National Museums (Children)

No less than 8.4 million children under 16 had visited national museums in 2006-07, the Minister of State at the Department of Culture, Media & Sport, Margaret Hodge (Lab, Barking), told Kelvin Hopkins (Lab, Luton North). Mr Hopkins was delighted by the funding for free admissions but wanted to know if the Minister would do more to encourage children to visit museums. Mrs Hodge was keen to promote the work that was being done and said that the Government wanted to establish a similar entitlement to the two hours a week of sport for children in the field of culture.  
HC 2008/0058
___________________________________________________________________________________

Education & Skills Bill

House of Commons • Committee Stage • 29 & 31 January 2008

Reports of the Committee stage of Bills are now included in the new EPM section, EPM Weekly Committees – Westminster, where a report of this Bill’s committee stage will be found.

Teenage Pregnancies
House of Commons • Westminster Hall Debate• 29 January 2008

C

hris Bryant (Lab, Rhondda) introduced a one and a half hour debate in Westminster Hall on teenage pregnancies. He gave examples from his constituency of girls under 16 who deliberately became pregnant because they were not doing well at school, or had problems at home or just because they had many problems and few friends and felt that having a baby gave them some purpose in life. It was usually irrelevant who the father was. 


He felt that teenage pregnancy was one of the biggest and most difficult problems facing the country. “The map of teenage pregnancy in Britain is the map of poverty and deprivation,” he said. It was a map that was “a consistent line of the poorest communities in this country”. Britain had the highest rate of teenage pregnancy in Europe. It was five times higher than in the Netherlands, three times higher than in France and double the figure in Germany. He claimed that only one country had a higher figure than Britain, and that was the USA.


Mr Bryant recounted the problems that young mothers faced. It was more than likely that the girl would never finish her education, get any qualifications or get work, and she was more likely to live a life on benefits and to suffer from significant mental health problems during the early years of her baby’s life. 


There were problems for the children, as well. The baby was likely to weigh much less at birth than those born to more mature girls. As a result, and because teenage mothers are less likely to breastfeed, the children are more likely to have medical problems as they go through life. The pressures on teenage mothers are such that quite a lot of their children do not end up receiving a full set of vaccinations or the medical support that they need during the first two years of life, which can result in further problems later on. A very high percentage of the daughters of teenage mothers become teenage mothers themselves. “As wealth is inherited, so, all too often, is poverty.”

Graham Allen (Lab, Nottingham, North), who represents the constituency with the highest number of teenage pregnancies, felt that early intervention was the key to breaking the intergenerational cycle. Mr Bryant agreed with him, though not with Andrew Turner (Con, Isle of Wight) who argued against a one-size-fits-all approach. Mr Bryant thought that there should be common provision. He gave the example of someone in Cardiff, who could access sexual health advice with anonymity, while in a smaller community like those in the Rhondda the chances were that the woman behind the counter at the chemist selling contraceptives might know a young person’s mother. “Youngsters are more intimidated in some areas than in others when trying to access contraception,” he said. In rural areas advice centres might be so widely dispersed that access was difficult. 

Teenage pregnancy affected the most vulnerable in society and none more so than those the state was already responsible for. Half of teenage girls in care would become a teenage mother either while in care or within 18 months of leaving it. “If we cannot put things right with that group of young girls, we will have difficulty with others.”

Looking at the causes of the problem, Mr Bryant said that in every conversation that he had had with young people, they had said that their access to high-quality information about sex and relationships was minimal. “None of the kids to whom I spoke had ever spoken to their parents about sex, which is very different from other countries in Europe, where most children receive their first information about sex and relationships from their parents—the right place.” Very few of those youngsters in the Rhondda said that they had effective—or, indeed, any—sex and relationship education in school. “Some cited the single biology lesson in which they, as they put it, were taught how to put a condom on a cucumber, but none cited anything other than that.” Some of the girls said that when they had their first period, they did not know what was happening to their body, and that nobody had explained it to them. This situation was reflected in reports from Ofsted in England and Estyn in Wales. “Both said that while there have been improvements in recent years in sex and relationship education, far too many schools still do not do it, do not do it well, are not prepared to do it, refuse to do it, or—more importantly, as many would say—start far too late.”

Mr Bryant stressed the importance of starting sex and relationship education early, and before sexual activity starts which for between a quarter and a third of young people in the UK means before their 16th birthday. “All the evidence suggests that good sex and relationship education is not just about the biological facts, but about putting sex in its context of relationships, commitment and personal development, and about giving kids an understanding that they have so much self-worth that they can make a choice for themselves about whether to delay their first sexual encounter.” The European country with the lowest level of teenage pregnancies was the Netherlands, which was also the country that started sex education earliest. 

Another cause was excessive consumption of alcohol. Girls own up to binge-drinking more frequently than boys. “All the good intentions that one may have at the beginning of an evening—about not sleeping with somebody, or about sleeping with them only if contraception is used—fly out the window at the end of the evening when everybody is drunk.” 

While teenage girls did not get pregnant to get a council flat, for 90 per cent of unmarried teenage mothers lived in their parents’ home or their boyfriend’s parents’ home, there was evidence of planned teenage pregnancies. This was because of mixed messages that teenage girls received. When a young girl did not do well in school and had a tough time at home, there was relatively minimal support for her; but the moment that she became pregnant there was plenty of support and no stigma attached. “They go from being the female equivalent of Billy-no-mates—Jenny-no-mates—to everyone in the school suddenly being their friend, because no one wants to appear judgmental. That is part of the difficulty, alongside the fact that television, teenage magazines and pop music all sexualise children at a very young age today.”

Looking for solutions, Mr Bryant wanted to help parents talk to their children. “All the surveys show that many parents would welcome help and advice.” The Government has produced advice online, and other advice packs are available, but in Sweden they send advice to every parent of a 13-year-old. “That is something that we should consider.” Sex and relationship education needed to be much more comprehensive, and not just biological but about the emotional and spiritual aspects of sexual relationships. “I also believe that, in the end, such education will have to be on a statutory basis, so that every school in the land provides it. Otherwise, it will not happen.”


Mr Bryant would give nurses in schools a direct responsibility for spotting the girls who might be at risk, and for counselling them about sex and relationships. He saw a vibrant youth service in every area as part of the solution. Fathers needed to be involved. At present the message young fathers got was that nobody wanted them involved. 
GCSEs as contraception

Laura Moffatt (Lab, Crawley) quoted Tessa Jowell (Lab, Dulwich and West Norwood), as once having said that the best contraceptive for a young girl in her teens was a good prediction for her GCSE and A-level results. While the reasons for teenage pregnancy were complex, providing a sense of aspiration for the future was part of the solution. 


Kerry McCarthy (Lab, Bristol, East) agreed that binge drinking and the early sexualisation of children were major factors which made it difficult for the Government to meet its target of halving teenage pregnancies. She was concerned to address the whole concept of young people’s emotional health, as the Government had highlighted in its 2006 document, Teenage Pregnancy: Accelerating the Strategy to 2010. 

Annette Brooke (LDP, Mid-Dorset and North Poole) praised the Government for having the first teenage pregnancy strategy, which was attempting to co-ordinate and tackle both the causes and the consequences of teenage pregnancy. Teenage conception rates had fallen to their lowest level for 20 years, though the Office for National Statistics had just issued figures on teenage conception rates in England for 2005 which showed very little improvement on the previous year, and even a rise in the number of under-16s becoming pregnant. The big question was whether the strategy’s targets would be achieved. They were to halve the under-18 conception rate by 2010; to get a downward trend in the under-16 rate; to increase the proportion of teenage parents in education, training or employment by 60 per cent by 2010; and to reduce their risk of long-term social exclusion. While these were worthy aims, progress towards them had to accelerate. 

Ministerial reply

The Minister of State for Children, Young People and Families, Beverley Hughes (Lab, Stretford and Urmston) replied to the debate by acknowledging the scale of the problem. The infant mortality rate for children born to teenage mothers was 60 per cent higher; the rate of smoking was three times as high; and the rate of post-natal depression was three times as high. “That is not to mention the legacy of low expectations, wasted talent and, often, very poor prospects for the babies.” She wanted to focus both on cutting the rates of teenage pregnancy across the board and on supporting those who did get pregnant in ways “that do not encourage teenagers to accept the idea of pregnancy as a career choice”. With 20 per cent of teenage pregnancies a second or subsequent pregnancy, “there is a real prevention imperative in focusing on young people when they get pregnant”. 


Nationally, there had been progress with 80 per cent of local authority areas seeing a reduction in teenage pregnancies “because they have had a national strategy that we want them to apply to their local areas. It is not a one-size-fits-all approach, but we do need them to take the resources and the intelligence and learning that we have given them and apply that locally.” She was promoting a strong national strategy delivered locally, by local authorities, primary care trusts, schools and voluntary organisations together. The first priority was to encourage parental engagement. “All the research that we have done says that young people prefer to get their advice from their parents, and the evidence shows that when they do, they start getting involved in sexual activity later, and when they become sexually active, they are much more responsible about protection and contraception and they have much more self-respect and respect for others. That is about engaging parents through the time to talk initiative and the helpline and about schools enabling parents.” 

Secondly, the minister said that “schools must take a lead. That is where young people are every day. I expect schools to take the lead in garnering consensus among parents and governing bodies that sex and relationship education in schools should be taught to a high level.” This did not happen everywhere. “We know that provision is patchy. That is why we have initiated, in the first instance, a review about how we can make delivery of such education more secure and ensure that it is of much higher quality and is delivered more consistently across the piece.” 

While the national strategy was essential, “it depends entirely on effective delivery at local level” and there were large variations around the country. “Where the best local authorities are doing well, they are doing spectacularly well.” The problem was not intractable. The evidence from the successful local authorities showed this. “If we can garner senior championship from directors of children’s services, chief executives of PCTs, schools and parents, we can make tremendous inroads into the problem locally. It is a question of people using the national strategy to drive progress in their area.”
HC 2008/0061
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Apprenticeships; Sure Start; Primary Schools 
House of Commons • Oral Questions, the Prime Minister • 30 January 2008

W

ith the Government keen to promote the expansion of apprenticeships, it was no surprise that a Labour MP opened the batting on education and skills topics at Prime Minister’s Questions with a question about apprentices in shipyards. There were also questions about Sure Start and the proposed closures of rural primary schools.
Apprenticeships
Mr Jim Devine’s (Lab, Livingston) question was about as easy as it gets for the Prime Minister to answer: “Does my right hon. Friend agree that investment in training, education and apprenticeships is the way forward for Britain?” Mr Brown (Lab, Kirkcaldy & Cowdenbeath) told MPs that the Government wanted 90 per cent of young people to be in education or training by the end of the next decade and that every young person who the skills to do so should be in an apprenticeship wherever in the UK they lived. He criticised the Opposition for, he claimed, opposing raising the education leaving age. 
Graham Allen (Lab, Nottingham North) told the chamber that there were “massive financial costs” from failing to raise young people properly in terms of prisons, policing, drug rehabilitation “and a lifetime on benefits”. He wanted early intervention, including parental skills and intensive health visiting, to be “the centrepiece of the next comprehensive spending review”. The Prime Minister said that he looked forward to visiting Mr Allen’s constituency but the Government were investing in early years as a result of the CSR. That was why they were building up the Sure Start centres – and he promised there would be more in Nottingham – and that city would also be one of the first to benefit from the “Every Child a Reader” scheme.
Rural schools

Shrewsbury & Atcham MP Daniel Kawczynski (Con) told the Prime Minister that Shropshire was 145th out of 149 LEAs in terms of funding and that all the county’s MPs were fighting the plans to close rural primary schools there. He asked why Telford received more funding that Shrewsbury. Mr Brown told him flatly that “we have doubled expenditure on schooling” and that the Government continued to increase it. He went on to accuse the Conservative Party of having voted against these expenditure rises.  

HC 2008/0062
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Holocaust Memorial Day 

House of Commons • Topical Debate • 31 January 2008
P

 armjit Dhanda (Lab, Gloucester), the Parliamentary Under Secretary for Communities and Local Government, proposed a topical debate on Holocaust Memorial Day. The debate covered a wide range of subjects relevant to the holocaust and other examples of genocide, though this report is concerned only with references to education. 

 
The minister started by paying tribute to the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust, which had done much to increase the number of local events. He then said that it had been important to make the holocaust part of the national curriculum at key stage 3. 


The minister said that the UK had joined the Swedish and United States Governments in 1998 in establishing the Task Force for International Cooperation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research. In January 2000, 44 Governments from around the world attended the Stockholm international forum on holocaust education, remembrance and research. All those present signed the Stockholm declaration. The principles agreed that day have since been adapted to form the statement of commitment that underpins the UK’s holocaust memorial day commemoration. 

Ms Dari Taylor (Lab, Stockton South) paid tribute to the Holocaust Educational Trust, which takes young people from schools on a year-by-year basis to Auschwitz and Birkenau, “so that they can see the tyranny of evil that was perpetrated by the Nazi regime”. It selected two people from each constituency each year. She thought that the trust was “a tremendous organisation that works assiduously to ensure that the young people in our communities know and do not forget”. Lembit Opik (LDP, Montgomeryshire) also referred to the Trust and its Lessons from Auschwitz project, which enables sixth-form students to make one-day visits to the former Nazi death camp Auschwitz-Birkenau.

A number of MPs stressed the importance of educating today’s young about what had happened in the Jewish holocaust so that these terrible events would not be forgotten. Kevin Hopkins (Lab, Luton North) drew attention to the work of the Anne Frank Educational Trust, which had a touring exhibition that travelled to schools and other community institutions across the country.


Karen Buck (Lab, Regent’s Park and Kensington North) was concerned about a rumour that holocaust teaching was not permitted in areas with significant numbers of Muslim school pupils. This was not true. Mr Goodman said he had heard the same rumour, and seen a DCSF document that had referred to one teacher in the North of England who had backed off teaching the holocaust because of the reaction he had feared he would get from Muslims. 


Mr Goodman raised three issues for the minister to address, though in his brief reply speech the minister largely ignored all three. First, the Home Office and the Department for Communities and Local Government have a hate crime taskforce, which is reviewing evidence of campus anti-Semitism. Had that taskforce reported? If not, when would it do so? Secondly, he raised what he said was a long-standing difficulty about people living in Britain contributing to American-based anti-Semitic websites. He thought a prosecution may be due. Thirdly he wanted the Government to help increase the prosecution rate for hate crimes.

Ian Cawsey (Lab, Brigg and Goole) said that the holocaust had been part of the national curriculum since 1991. There had been a campaign to remove it, which had been portrayed as an anti-Muslim campaign. Emails had reached the USA, where the identification of the UK as the source had caused some confusion. The USA was “so insular” that people thought UK stood for University of Kentucky, which had had to issue a press release saying it was nothing to do with them.

Andrew Dismore (Lab, Hendon) was the MP whose campaigning resulted in the establishment of Holocaust Memorial Day. He welcomed the decision of the Muslim Council of Britain to end its boycott of the day. Yet he also recognised that there were some “unfinished issues”, citing the Armenian genocide at the hands of the Turks during the First World War. The Armenian Holocaust has relevance to the Jewish Holocaust, for when Hitler’s generals expressed concern about international reaction to a programme of killing Jews he told them not to worry, for “who remembers the Armenians now?” He noted sadly that much the same remains the case today. “We do not do so, officially, probably because of pressure from Turkey, where it remains a criminal offence to talk about the Armenians, despite the well documented historical facts of what occurred, including in this House’s contemporary records.”

In replying to the debate, Mr Dhanda referred to the Government’s taskforce on anti-Semitism, including work to tackle some of the problems on campuses and concerns about security in schools. “We look forward to providing a positive response to the positive and good work of the all-party inquiry,” he said.
HC 2008/63 
___________________________________________________________________________________
Special Educational Needs (Information) Bill  
House of Commons • Second Reading • 1 February 2008

P

rivate Members’ Bills, as those moved by backbench MPs are known, on education are relatively rare. It is even rarer for such a Bill to have the support of the Government.  Mrs Sharon Hodgson (Lab, Gateshead, East and Washington, West) was lucky enough to win a high place in the ballot for such backbench bills and to get the support of the Minister for her Bill; it is very likely to become law in due course.

Mrs Hodgson, the mother of a dyslexic teenager whose condition had not been diagnosed until he was 10, told Members that the “broad aim” of the Bill was “to introduce an obligation on the Secretary of State to collect and publish information that will help to improve outcomes for children with a range of SEN”.  

After telling the story of her son’s difficulties and how he was without speech and language therapy for seven years because the family lived in an area where it was not provided, Mrs Hodgson explained the purpose of her Bill in more detail. She told MPs that a recent TreeHouse report on the answers to parliamentary questions about autism had found that about 60 per cent went unanswered because of a lack of information. Other areas of SEN were likely to be similarly affected. In order to improve outcomes, both TreeHouse and Mrs Hodgson argued that local authorities and Ministers needed the information necessary to meet need.

The Bill would give the Secretary of State “further powers to collect information that he considers will help to improve outcomes for children with SEN”; that information would be published annually.  The Bill set out the outcomes to be monitored but Mrs Hodgson explained that she did not want to impose great burdens on teachers in terms of collecting information. The intention was to use the Ofsted review of SEN in 2009-10 to inform the discussion about what further information about SEN in schools should be collected. Mrs Hodgson quoted from Ofsted’s last report on SEN: “Currently there is insufficient information available to adequately identify the scale of SEN within our schools and monitor the effectiveness of the support SEN pupils receive.” She argued that “information will help to pinpoint the patchwork quilt of SEN, but it is action that will make the difference”.  

Annette Brooke (LDP, Mid-Dorset and North Poole) said that many parents felt that they had to battle against local authorities to get help for their children with SEN and more information might ease the relationship. “I agree that we need to review the data held at individual, school, local and national level,” she told MPs. Like Mrs Hodgson, who had spoken of the critical need to improve teacher training in SEN, Ms Brooke advocated improvements to the training for teachers, including far better CPD for teachers already in post.  

Ms Brooke quoted from a letter sent to her by an experienced special needs teacher who said that there was often insufficient information on the number and types of children with SEN in a school and that made it impossible to plan or monitor effectively.  
Ms Brooke gave her support to the Bill, as did Barbara Keeley (Lab, Worsley) who cited the lack of information on the educational attainment of deaf children as an example of the information gap that exists. She said that the only figure that she could find was that 32.9 per cent of deaf children achieved 5 good GCSEs last year compared to a national average of 57 per cent. She wanted to close that gap but, as she said, “if we don’t know that the gap exists, how can we take appropriate action to close it?”

Christopher Fraser (Con, South-West Norfolk), himself a dyslexic, told the chamber that Dyslexia Action had highlighted the link between the failure to diagnose dyslexia and “poor literacy, long-term failure at school and limited employment opportunities”. LAs were not required to publish their data on special needs in a standardised format so it was not possible to compare them easily. The categories of SEN in which children were placed were often too broad to be useful, he claimed. Norfolk County Council had started to collected data itself to try to ensure consistency and clarity for this reason.

John Bercow (Con, Buckingham), the chairman of the all-party group on speech and language difficulties who is also leading a review of speech and communication services for 0-19 year-olds at the request of the Prime Minister, said that he welcomed the Bill, which was necessary because of the lack of information. He told MPs that it was not about information for its own sake “but information as the route to knowledge and the mechanism and catalyst for change”. He told MPs of an excellent voluntary sector special needs facility in his own constituency which many parents did not know existed because the local authority did not tell parents about it.

In a speech that ranged widely over special needs issues, Mr Bercow highlighted some of the gaps in current SEN provision and strongly endorsed the call for far better training for teachers, both as part of initial teacher training and later in their careers.


Lynda Waltho (Lab, Stourbridge) described her own teacher training in SEN; she said that it lasted for just three Wednesday afternoons and did not equip her to cope when she started teaching.  She argued that the information that would result from the Bill would help to improve training and provision. Training needed to change, she said, because more children with complex special needs were being born today; she cited those with foetal alcohol syndrome as an example.  


For the Opposition Maria Miller (Con, Basingstoke) told the House that her party would support the Bill. She said that the data collected because of the Bill would put a “spotlight on the quality and efficiency of special educational needs support that is delivered in schools and by local authorities”.  She believed that the Bill would help parents by providing them with more information and that it would also “highlight the gap between what we talk about in Parliament and local authorities and the reality of what is delivered on the ground, which we all know about as constituency MPs”.

Mrs Miller said that the Government had made many promises of improvements to ensure early intervention “but it is not a question of making pronouncements on the issue; it is about putting the procedures and processes in place to ensure that those important ideals are carried through into the classroom”.  


The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families, Kevin Brennan (Lab, Cardiff West), explained the Government’s position on the Bill to the House. He first of all answered some of the points in the debate and in doing so he promised to try and ensure that more parliamentary questions on SEN were answered fully in future.  


Mr Brennan said that the Teacher Training & Development Agency (TDA) was developing new modules of training in SEN which it wanted to extend to all graduate teacher-training courses. The Government had asked the TDA to look at how it could be applied to PGCE courses.  


The Government supported the Bill and had already taken steps to improve data collection about SEN. These measures included: incorporating “new indicators into the national indicator set for local government to measure the gap between children with SEN and their peers”; attainment scales in the national curriculum for children who fall below level 1; and a requirement on teachers at the end of each key stage to give assessments of children who fall below level 1.  


The Bill received an unopposed second reading and will now be considered in committee.
HC 2008/0064
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

House of Lords

Bursaries for Universities
House of Lords • Oral Question • 29 January 2007

T

he Liberal Democrat spokesman on innovation, universities and skills in the House of Lords, Baroness Sharp of Guildford (Life) asked HMG: “In the light of the recent report by the Office for Fair Access, what steps they will take to encourage a better take-up of bursaries by poorer students, especially at older universities?”

Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Innovation, Universities & Skills, Baroness Morgan of Drefelin (Lab, Life), said that the Director of the Office for Fair Access had said that no university was in breach of its obligations in the access agreement but that he had written to some institutions advising them to do more to promote take-up of bursaries to which students were entitled. 
Baroness Sharp asked if the Minister thought it unfortunate that 12,000 students had not claimed the bursary they were eligible for and she suggested that this was because of the “sheer complexity of the system” and it might be better to have a single national scheme as they do in Wales. Lady Morgan said that the Government shared Mr Harris’ concern about students not taking up their bursaries and more needed to be done to get students to pass on their details to their university so that they could be paid.

Lord Morgan (Lab, Life) said that some universities, such as Oxford, had managed to achieve 100 per cent take up so it was possible to allocate the bursaries effectively; the Minister agreed. 
Baroness Verma (Con, Life), for the Opposition, said that the problem might be to do with the complicated application form for the bursaries. Lady Morgan did not accept that the forms were too complicated. Some students chose not to apply for the bursaries; it was not as simple as it sounded.

Baroness Walmsley (LDP, Life) claimed that the proportion of applicants from lower socio-economic backgrounds to universities had fallen last year by almost 1.25 per cent. Lady Morgan disputed the figures and claimed that the number was in fact going up. She also said that institutions were at the beginning of the process with the new fee and bursary system and she believed that performance would improve over time.
Lord Sutherland of Houndwood (CB, Life), a former chief inspector of education, said that this was not just a matter for universities but for schools too. Young people needed to aspire to go to university.  Lady Morgan agreed with that wholeheartedly and talked of the importance of the AimHigher initiative in developing young people’s aspirations to go into higher education.
HL 2008/0065
___________________________________________________________________________________

Children: Rights
House of Lords • Oral Question • 31 January 2007

L

ord Harrison (Lab, Life) asked Her Majesty’s Government: “What progress they have made towards meeting the 78 recommendations made in 2002 by the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child regarding children’s rights in the United Kingdom?”
Baroness Crawley (Lab, Life), a Government Whip in the House of Lords, told peers that the Government had submitted a report to the UN in July last year setting out their response to the recommendations in the 2002 report. Lord Harrison welcomed that answer but wanted the Government to do more to protect the rights of children in custody and he suggested that they should put the convention into British law in its entirety.
The Government had announced, Lady Crawley replied, that it was reviewing its reservation against Article 22; it was reviewing Article 40 on children in custody; and it was checking legislation passed since 2001 to see if it could now sign the optional protocol referred to by Lord Harrison, but she did not mention the incorporation issue.

The Earl of Listowel (CB, EH) wanted to know if the increase of women and children in custody and the closure of local authority secure units was compatible with the right of children to have contact with their parents. He wanted local custodial centres so children could have contact with their parents.  Lady Crawley said that the Government was looking carefully at how it could meet its duty of care to these children including simplifying sentence structure and looking at alternatives to custody.
Lord Tomlinson (Lab, Life) said that young people in custody should know their rights but they should also know their responsibilities; Lady Crawley agreed.  
Baroness Walmsley (LDP, Life) wanted to know what was being done to educate children and the wider public about the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. She wanted Ministers to encourage local authorities to use the UNICEF programme for teaching children’s rights and responsibilities in schools. The Minister said that the Government agreed with Lady Walmsley on the importance of this kind of work and was raising awareness of the convention through a number of mechanisms, including the internet.

HL 2008/0066
___________________________________________________________________________________

Compensation for Abuse Victims

House of Lords • Law Report: Court Ruling • 30 January 2007

 
I

n a landmark judgment handed down on 30 January the House of Lords (in its role as a Court of Law) has effectively extended the deadline for some abused victims seeking compensation from their abusers. In some sectors this will also affect employers of those abusers, particularly in health, social care and education.


Previously, under the 1980 Limitation Act, claimants had to bring a claim for sexual assault within six years of their 18th birthday. Claims after this would not be considered by the courts. However, in negligence claims, the victims had only three years from their 18th birthday to start legal proceedings against their abuser’s employers but the court could, at their discretion, allow some late cases. The ruling will mean that for the first time the limitation period in both negligence and assault cases can be extended at the court’s discretion.


In November 2007 the House of Lords heard five appeals on the issue of limitation in abuse cases. All the claimants established sexual assault had taken place. None of the claimants established that employers of their abusers were negligent. 


In the view of Midlands law firm Browne Jacobson, who acted for three of the respondents in these appeals, the judgement may well lead to a substantially greater number of allegations being made many years after the alleged abuse.


Sarah Erwin-Jones, Partner in the Social Care Team at Browne Jacobson, thought the decision had fundamentally changed the existing law on how long claimants have to bring a claim. “It is understandable that those who have been convicted of abusing people should be liable to pay compensation to their victims,” she said. “In very old cases, the more serious the assault, the more likely the courts are to allow claims against convicted abusers to proceed, even after the three year primary limitation period.


“However the House of Lords did make it clear that by no means everyone who brings a late claim for sexual abuse, however genuine, will be able to reasonably expect the court to allow them to bring a claim out of time. How this will work in practice will depend on the facts of each individual case. It is to be hoped that in a year or two, we will see how the court applies its powers and uses those judgments to assess how future cases are likely to fare.


“The fairness of this decision in practice remains to be seen, particularly where there is no conviction. What happens when a claimant decides to bring a claim against someone who was perhaps investigated by the police many years ago, but who was never charged or convicted of those offences? In many cases it will come down to who the judge believes – the alleged abuser or the claimant.”


According to Ms Erwin-Jones the decision will also have major implications for local authority employers and their employees, both past and present. “Claimants will no longer need to prove negligence. They simply have to prove that they were assaulted and suffered an injury as a result and the employer could be vicariously liable, subject to any limitation defence. This will, at least significantly reduce the costs of investigating many of these cases.


“It will also mean that for employers such as social services departments, schools and health trusts the door on historic abuse claims could remain permanently open. Staff and former staff will have the threat of claims hanging over them for life and this has the potential of opening up floodgates. In practice they may have to trace those former members of staff who are the subject of allegations and call them to give evidence about events which are alleged to have happened 10, 20 or even 30 years ago. Time will tell whether this latest decision has struck the right balance between the interests of claimants and defendants,” she concluded.
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