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For everyone in this book,
because your stories matter





Do you cry out in your sleep?

All my failings exposed

Gets a taste in my mouth

As desperation takes hold

And it’s something so good

Just can’t function no more.

Love, love will tear us apart again

—JOY DIVISION

Open all doors.

Open all senses.

Open all defences.

Ask, what were these closed for?

—LEMN SISSAY
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Preface

In a country without the death penalty, separating a child from their parents is arguably the most draconian power the state has to intervene in our lives – in many ways as devastating as a life sentence, because the effect of that decision lasts for ever.

Family separation creates a trauma that is passed down, generation to generation, in a cycle that narrows people’s chances of thriving at each step in a family tree. It’s very hard to break that cycle.

The reality of separating a child from their parent, in the moment that it happens, is the stuff of nightmares. When my children were babies, I had a recurring nightmare that I couldn’t find them. In the dream, their buggy would slip into a lake and they would be submerged in murky water. I couldn’t see them. I would dive down again and again to try to find them. Sometimes I’d touch the buggy but couldn’t drag it out. It was a physical, desperate, panicked feeling.

As a child I had felt something similar turning around in an open-air market to reach for my mum’s hand and not being able to find it. I can still feel the hot rising terror, the tears welling up, feeling smaller and smaller the more I strained to see her through the crowds. I felt invisible without her. My eight-year-old described something similar to me. ‘I get this feeling when I go round the corner and you can’t see me,’ he said. His worried eyes told me that the feeling he couldn’t describe was terror.

The memory of those primal reactions returned when I watched footage from the US–Mexican border as the Trump administration enacted its policy of separating migrant parents from their children. Families split up by the authorities as punishment for their parents’ efforts to get to America. The unspeakable cruelty of ignoring that most basic need – to be with your family – haunted the world; and it tested the limits of populist America. It had me waking in the night with the terrors again.

These nightmares, both real and imagined, are something I never thought I’d see anything close to in the England that I grew up in. But the authorities in England now separate more children from their families than at any point since current records began in the early 1990s. We’re one of relatively few countries that practise ‘non-consensual’ adoption – or forced adoption, as critics call it. We do it far more than other Western countries.

Of course, we don’t remove children from their families to punish anyone, or through any wilful cruelty. Rather, the authorities have a legal responsibility to protect children from abusive or neglectful parents. Social workers go into the profession with the very best intentions – they are, in many ways, the heroes of this story – but the system is stacked against them. The number of children being removed from their families has been steadily increasing to the current record highs. It wasn’t planned and no one – including those working at the heart of the system, who spend their lives thinking about it – even really agrees why it has happened.

At the time of writing, there are 80,000 children in care in England. One of the most senior judges in the family courts, who led a working group to investigate the problem, told me that his group of experts estimated there are around 27,000 children in the care system who, with the right help, should never have even come to court and could have stayed with their parents. We are removing too many children from their parents. We are not giving families a chance to stay together. It’s an open secret within the system.

A judge’s decision to remove a child from their family involves a complex balancing of the state’s responsibility to protect that child from harm against human rights laws that protect the right to family life free from state interference. But the dysfunctions within families aren’t cured by separation: they are simply put on hold, while the trauma can make existing problems worse and entrench a profound distrust in the state that is then passed down through generations.

If we hold up the decision of when to remove a child as a prism through which to view society, it exposes some intolerable truths. This is a system riddled with class bias and prejudice against different ethnic groups and people of different abilities; it is a system that punishes isolation, focuses its powers on marginalised, vulnerable women and dismisses and ignores fathers. Communities who are subject to the system know this and it has eroded any trust that there was. There are parallels with the growing mistrust in other establishments and authorities that has been linked to the rise of populist governments across the world. But in this case it strikes at the heart of families. This book returns to the idea of that prism as we unpick the elements that have led to the removal of so many children from their parents and families and understand what it tells us about the kind of society we live in.

If the biggest test of a society is how it looks after its most vulnerable, then we are failing. The social contract between families and the state is now broken. The result is a battle of state v family. We need to talk about it. But we also need to stop the cycle of removal and find a way to help families stay together, safely.

Investigating and researching for this book took me across England, to Sunderland, Bradford, Leeds, Bristol, Birmingham, the West Midlands and London. I spent days in the family courts watching the ebb and flow of broken families. I sat in people’s living rooms and heard their stories. I went to France to meet the British man who pays for women to flee social services; and I went to New York to learn how that city transformed a system facing similar problems to England. I held a series of eight public events, bringing people together from across the system to debate what’s going wrong, and how it can be improved. This book tells the story of the systemic drift of our welfare state, through the dramatic and moving stories of the people who experience it. Each chapter introduces someone who has been involved – the mothers, a father, a social worker, a lawyer, a judge and more – and draws a portrait from their perspective. Taken together, I hope their stories build the deeper understanding I strive for.

Some of these stories might seem at times contradictory – I tell of dramatic interventions to whip a child out of their home; and of years of failure to intervene and support them to stay there safely. What underpins both these extremes is the eroding of the state’s ability to make the hardest decisions well. As this book was going to press, the tragic news about Arthur Labinjo-Hughes’s abuse and murder was reported, shocking the nation and instigating calls to remove children from their families faster. But we have a system that is both removing too many children, and failing to save some of those most at risk. Both these things are true because we are not equipping our children’s social care system well. They are two symptoms of the same problem and a breathtaking double failure of our state.

In both these scenarios – the children separated too soon and those left behind – the prism reveals the worst failures of the state.

In recent years the focus has been on those left behind, minds focused by the appalling failures to intervene to save children like Peter Connelly – known as Baby P. This book looks at the other, more hidden end: the slide into removing more children and the damage that does. It doesn’t deny that there are still children like Baby P left in unsafe homes, but shows the other kinds of damage we are doing when we remove children suddenly and without trying to support them to live safely with their parents.

The reality of removing a child can be as profound and violent as the family separations on the border in America. It is the horror of my nightmares. It involves unearthly screams, and parents’ panicked, primal fights for their babies. But it can also involve the quiet wearing away of family ties, purely because we as a state failed to help that family to stay together.

This is a system designed to balance a child’s safety with their right to family life that has now drifted so far from its original purpose that some people are questioning whether it’s possible to save it. I explore an alternative: a system built on a strong, supportive society and fuelled not by process and defence, but by love.
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‘One of Britain’s best journalists
writing about social justice provides
a damning indictment of a
dysfunctional society’

MARIANA MAZZUCATO






