
 

 
 

By: Jenny Whittle, Cabinet Member for Specialist Children’s Services 
 Andrew Ireland, Corporate Director for Social Care, Health & Wellbeing 
To: Corporate Parenting Panel 
Date: 10 April 2014 

Subject: TRAFFICKING ISSUES IN KENT COUNTY COUNCIL (KCC) 
SPECIALIST CHILDREN’S SERVICES 

Classification: Unrestricted  

Summary: 
 
 
Recommendations 

To update the Corporate Parenting Board about the development of child 
trafficking issues in KCC Specialist Children’s Services. 
 
Members of the Corporate Parenting Panel are asked to NOTE the 
development of child trafficking issues in KCC Specialist Children’s 
Services. 

 
 
1. Introduction 

 
1.1. A significant number of Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children and Young People 

(UASC) go missing each year.  Some of those young people go missing at the point of 
arrival, others after they have settled in their placements.  There are a number of inter-
related reasons for UASC going missing, one of these being that they could have been 
trafficked.  
 

1.2. This report examines data concerning a cohort of children who went missing between 
periods April 2013 to September 2013.  This time period has been used because of the 
subsequent implementation of the new Liberi System. The change has meant that reporting 
is not yet available to March 2014. An analysis of this data may make it possible to form a 
tentative estimate of the numbers of children who may have been trafficked. 
 

1.3. Finally, the report outlines the work that has been undertaken so far to safeguard children 
who may be trafficked and makes recommendations for how this work will continue to be 
progressed. 

 
2. Definitions 

 
2.1. Work to address issues regarding the welfare, tracking, analysis of behaviour and treatment 

of trafficking victims is overseen by a multi-agency sub-group of the Kent Safeguarding 
Children Board (KSCB). The ‘Trafficking Children and Sexual Exploitation’ sub-group is a 
standing group, which reports regularly to the over-arching Safeguarding Board. Board 
membership includes, but is not limited to, the NHS, Police, Education Safeguarding, UASC, 
United Kingdom Border Agency (UKBA), and Medway Safeguarding Children Board (MSCB).  

 



 

 
 

2.2. KSCB Safeguarding Children Who Run Away and Go Missing1 policy details definitions of 
key terminology in line with legislation, case law, best practice guidance and international 
protocols: 
 

2.3. Missing person: “A missing person is anyone who whereabouts are unknown, whatever the 
circumstances of disappearance. He or she will be considered missing until located and his 
or her wellbeing, or otherwise, established”. 
 

2.4. Runaway:  “A child or young person, who is absent from their home or placement without 
permission for any length of time where their age and experience, background and ability 
make this a concern or who has been forced to leave by their parents or carers.” 
 

2.5. Absconded: “When a child or young person has gone missing who is subject to legal orders 
such as secure orders. Police must be made aware of the order under which the child has 
been placed in the residence and the expiry date of the order for the child to be classified as 
an absconder. If the expiry date of the order is not known, the child or young person will be 
classified as ‘missing person’ NOT an absconder.” 
 

2.6. Child trafficking: “Where the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a 
child is for the purpose of exploitation”.23 

 
 

3. Basic figures 
 

3.1. The basic data concerning missing young people from April 2013 – September 2013 are as 
follows:  
(i) As of 24th March 2014, the UASC service (SUASC) is handling a total of 638 cases of 

young people.  Of these, 231 are Children in Care (CIC) and 407 are Care leavers. 
 
(ii) Between April 2013 and September 2013, SUASC received 94 new referrals, had 143 

instances of young people absconding from care. Of these, 44 young people were 
confirmed as having gone missing. Of this cohort of 44 young people, 15 were new 
referrals.   

 
(iii) Of the 44 young people who went missing in the period of April 2013 to September 

2013, 13 have remained missing; 6 of these are from the cohort of 15 new referrals. 
The remaining 31 individuals were young people known to the Service for some time. It 
is now known that 2 members of this group of 31 individuals, have since returned to the 
service, and are therefore no longer missing. A further 2 have now left the service 
because the service no longer has responsibility for their care, 2 have been returned to 
Afghanistan and the other 25 are still within the service. This cohort will be discussed 
later within this report. 

 
 
 
                                                           
1 http://www.kscb.org.uk/pdf/Missing_Childrens_Procedures_2011_1.pdf 
2 Trafficking is distinct from smuggling.  Smuggling is the term used for any illegal movement of people 
across a State border. Smuggling is broadly consensual migration.  
3 Trafficking, unlike smuggling, does not mean the victim must cross international borders, provided the 
offense is "transnational in nature" as defined in the United Nations Transnational Organised Crime (Article 
4). 
 



 

 
 

 
4. Analysis 

 
4.1. Any analysis of raw data should attempt to look for patterns and factors that might increase 

the chances of a child going missing. One possible factor is nationality: the 44 cases of 
missing UASC, are broken down by nationality, presented in Table 1: 

Table 1 Breakdown of cases of missing children by nationality updated to April to September 2013
 
Nationality Found by 

30/09/2013 
Still Missing as at 

30/09/2013 Total 
Afghanistani 13 6 19 
Moroccan 4 2 6 
Vietnamese 2 2 4 
Iranian 3 0 3 
Algerian 3 0 3 
Albanian 2 0 2 
Eritrean 1 1 2 
Indian 1 1 1 
Syrian 1 1 2 
Sudanese 1 0 1 
Grand Total 31 13 44   

 
4.2. Another possible significant factor is the age of the young person. Figure 1 shows a 

graphical representation of missing young persons’ ages 
Figure 1 – Breakdown of cases of missing children by age updated to April to September 2013 

 
 
4.3. Further insights may be gained from an examination how soon after arrival in the UK, young 

people went missing (all young people detailed below are male): 
 

• Of the 6 Afghanistani still showing as still missing, 3 went missing 2 – 3 days after arrival. 



 

 
 

• Of the 2 Moroccans, 1 immediately started absconding and has not been located.  The 
other went missing in August 2013 and has remained missing since. 

• The 2 Vietnamese went missing within a day of arrival and have remained missing. 
• The 1 Indian who arrived on 10th September and went missing 11th September is still 

missing. 
• The Eritrean young person arrived 23 October 2012 and went missing on 13th September 

2013.  
• The Syrian young person presented to the service on 26th April 2013 and went missing a 

day later.     
 

4.4.  Table 2 summarises the ages at which the young people still missing and Table 3 their 
lengths of stay with the Service. 

Table 2:   Age at First missing Episode April - Sept 2013 

Age at Missing Episode Number 
returned  

Number 
remaining 
missing 

Total children 
Total of 
missing 
episodes4 

14 4 3 7 24 
15 5 1 6 15 
16 8 1 9 13 
17 12 3 15 84 
18 1 2 3 3 
19 0 1 1 1 
20 0 2 2 2 
22 1 0 1 1 
Grand Total 31 13 44 143 

 
4.5. Table 1 demonstrates clearly that young people aged 17 are most likely to have episodes 

of being missing. Possible reasons for this, apart from increased maturity, might well 
include anxiety about immigration status, and becoming Appeals Rights Exhausted.  
 

4.6. We have also begun to see a rise in 16 and 15 year olds going missing:  
    Table 3:  Duration case open before first missing episode occurred     

Duration Found by 
30/09/2013 

Still Missing 
as at 

30/09/2013 
Total 

1 - 7 Days 5 5 10 
8 Days - 30 Days 1 0 1 
1 Month - 6 Months 4 2 6 
6 Months - 1 Year 7 1 8 
1 Year - 2 Years 2 1 3 
2 Years - 3 Years 6 1 7 
3 Years - 5 Years 4 3 7 
5 years + 2 0 2 
Grand Total 31 13 44 
 
 
                                                           
4
 Many of the 44 children and young people who go missing, go missing on multiple occasions. One young 
person has absconded 34 times.  



 

 
 

4.7. Table 4: A breakdown of the 31 young people who went missing and have returned (April to 
September 2013) 

 
Nationality Total returned 
Afghanistani 16 
Moroccan 4 
Algerian 2 
Iranian 2 
African 2 
Eritrean 2 
Indian 1 
Syrian 2 
Sudanese 1 
Total 31 
 

 
4.8. The 31 young people who went missing and have returned are responsible for 85 of the 

143 of missing episodes. However, they appear to represent a group distinct from those 
that go missing for long periods, and the reasons for their absence appear to be many and 
various. Closer investigation showed that the majority of them went to stay with friends 
without informing their social workers. 
 
 

5. Significant factors in absconding 
 

5.1. In summary, the two factors that appear most closely to correlate with absconding are 
nationality and age.  It can be seen that Afghans are responsible for 78 (about 50%) of the 
143 missing instances over the 6 month period reported on here, followed by Iranian young 
people  who are responsible for  23 missing episodes. Algerian young people are 
responsible for a further 19 of the 143 missing episodes, and Moroccans for a further 7. 
Moreover, single individuals further bias the figures. One Afghan youth absconded 34 
times, and another 16 times. 
 

5.2. Age is also a clear correlate with absconding. The pronounced peak in missing episodes in 
the 17+ age group is highly significant, and can, as stated, probably be related to anxieties 
about immigration status and the young person’s majority approaches. Further investigation 
of the pressures on young people of these ages and nationalities would be profitable in 
minimising the number of individuals going missing. 
 

5.3. Young people who go missing are vulnerable to falling into the hands of unscrupulous 
adults who can use them for many forms of exploitation.  Of particular concern are children 
and young people who may have been trafficked. 
 
 

6. Trafficking 
 

6.1. On reception, children’s needs are assessed using the Assessment Framework.  Part of 
that assessment looks critically at the likelihood of them having been trafficked.  
Judgements are based primarily on our local experience of the national groups, such as 
Vietnamese, who arrive and go missing soon after arrival, and on research by Child 
Exploitation Online Protection (CEOP).  Since April 2013 to date, the service has referred 
four young people to the competent authority through the National Referral Mechanism.  All 
the cases have been accepted as meeting the criteria for trafficking. 
 



 

 
 

6.2. Trafficking should always be considered as a possible cause of any children and young 
people going missing.  However, trafficking is a criminal practice which is shrouded in 
secrecy and embodies a culture that makes such cases difficult to identify definitively.  For 
example, we have had some young people who have been returned to the service after 
being bailed to the service for criminal offences, such as working in cannabis farms or nail 
bars, but who have refused to give us identities of the people they were working for, for fear 
of retaliation by the traffickers.   

 
7. Work undertaken 
 
7.1. The following steps have been taken within SUASC to address the problem of missing 

young persons. 
• Referral and notification process. 

Experience in SUASC and other port local authorities suggests that young people from 
countries such as Vietnam, China, Algeria and Morocco are frequently victims of traffickers, 
and as such, are very likely to go missing shortly after arrival.  Because of this risk, it has been 
agreed with the Home Office that referrals of all UASC to the service should clearly state 
concerns about identified additional vulnerabilities (and especially possible victims of 
trafficking) so that decisions and plans of action to safeguard these children and young people 
can be formulated as soon as possible.  

• Multi-agency trafficking and sexual exploitation subgroup.  
Kent Safeguarding Children Board (KSCB) set up a specific multi-agency strategic subgroup 
to address the issues of child trafficking on a county, national and international basis.  The aim 
of the group is to raise awareness and encourage the reporting of missing children’s cases, 
promote inter-agency and community involvement in child trafficking, act as a point of authority 
in child trafficking, and to collate information that can establish a profile of trafficked children 
and their needs.  This group currently meets once every 8 weeks.  It has gathered statistics on 
a number of children who have gone missing from police, Home Office and social services and 
analysed this information to show the numbers of children who have gone missing and may 
have been trafficked.  

• Management of the cases 
Safeguarding procedures are immediately put in place for all children identified as having gone 
missing; and, where appropriate, a Section 47 investigation is initiated and a strategy meeting 
or discussion is held.    
An agreed protocol devised by police and SUASC is in place to support the work.  The 
protocol clearly outlines the process to follow when the SUASC suspect a child has been 
trafficked. 
Six-weekly panel meetings, chaired by the County Manager, are held in the long term teams, 
to discuss, review and plan these cases.  
An alert process is in place where all children and young people who are missing for 48 hours 
are brought to the attention of the Director and Corporate Director to inform them of the action 
taken.  
KCC uses the National Referral Mechanism to make referrals to the UKCHT, of children and 
young people who we believe may have been trafficked.  

• Data collection of trafficking cases  
The monitoring of numbers of suspected child trafficking cases has been incorporated into the 
new Liberi system and we should soon be able to account for these soon. 

• Specialist trained foster carers for trafficking  



 

 
 

Barnardos fostering agency have developed a number of their foster placements specifically 
for children who may be trafficked.   

• Working with partners 
Work with partner agencies has continued. For example, the monthly formal meetings with the 
local immigration officers to discuss safeguarding concerns and other practical issues have 
continued. 
Partnership with the police in managing the cases of children who go missing and/or are 
suspected of being trafficked has continued. 
 
 

8. Conclusions 
 

8.1. Child trafficking is a complex, difficult to identify, issue; hence we see it in the context of a 
myriad of behaviours, one of which would be children going missing.  KCC has experienced 
a number of young people going missing shortly after their arrival. Some of these young 
people have been identified as vulnerable to being trafficked. 
 

8.2. Trafficking is a crime shrouded in secrecy, deceit and power, often involving significant 
amounts of money, and so it is not surprising that we are beginning to see more and more 
young people presenting with passports that indicate them to be older than their 
appearance and behaviour would suggest.  The Service is also beginning to see a number 
of young people who arrive and immediately identify relatives.  We have seen a number of 
these young people working in family businesses. 
 

8.3. To have a significant impact, and to find sustainable solutions to the problem of absconding 
from care, requires a national and international strategy and agreement which can then be 
supported at a local level.  We have begun to do this through the Child Trafficking subgroup 

 
9. Recommendations 

 
9.1. Members of the Corporate Parenting Panel are asked to NOTE the development of child 

trafficking issues in KCC Children’s Specialist Services. 
 
Lead Officer 
 
Contact: Teresa Gallagher 
County Manager for UASC 
Tel No: 01622 605265 
e-mail: teresa.gallagher@kent.gov.uk 
 
Background documents: None 
 
 
 
 


