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Key Changes Duty

The Children Act 1989 &
2004
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In Practice
Children’s welfare is always the top priority.
Children should be listened to and involved.
Staff must know how to spot signs of abuse or neglect and
report concerns.
Settings must work with other agencies - information sharing is
vital.
Policies and training must reflect these duties.

Purpose

The Children Act 1989 is a
landmark law in England
and Wales that sets out
how children should be
protected and cared for. Its
core principle is that the
welfare of the child is
paramount — children’s
needs come first in all
decisions affecting them.

Principles

The child’s welfare must
always come first.

Partnership with parents: 
Parents have primary
responsibility for their
children; local authorities
support them.

Children’s views matter: 
Children should have a voice
in decisions that affect them,
appropriate to their age and
understanding.

What it Covers

Defines parental
responsibility and the
legal rights and duties
parents have.
Sets out duties of local
authorities to safeguard
children in need.
Provides the legal basis
for child protection
procedures, including
care orders, supervision
orders, and emergency
protection if a child is at
risk of significant harm.

Key Musts

Section 17: Duty to
safeguard and promote
the welfare of children
‘in need’.
Section 47: Duty to
investigate if there is
reasonable cause to
suspect a child is
suffering or likely to
suffer significant harm.

Purpose

The Children Act 2004
strengthened the 1989 Act
after high-profile child
deaths (like the Victoria
Climbié case). It built on the
idea that different services
must work together to
protect children.
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Created the role of the Director of
Children’s Services in each local
authority.
Required better multi-agency working -
schools, social care, health, and police
must share information and work
together.
Laid the foundation for the Every Child
Matters framework (5 outcomes: be
healthy, stay safe, enjoy & achieve,
make a positive contribution, achieve
economic well-being).

Section 11 of the Children Act 2004
places a clear duty on key people and
bodies (including schools and Early Years
providers) to safeguard and promote the
welfare of children. This links directly to
KCSIE.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60e6fb43d3bf7f56896127e5/The_Children_Act_1989_guidance_and_regulations_Volume_2_care_planning__placement_and_case_review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60e6fb43d3bf7f56896127e5/The_Children_Act_1989_guidance_and_regulations_Volume_2_care_planning__placement_and_case_review.pdf
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