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This market position statement outlines Hampshire County Council’s Children’s Services’ priorities for external market foster care. It aims to promote collaboration between the County Council and Independent Fostering Agencies (IFA). By working together, we can enhance the quality of care provided to vulnerable children and young people. 
This statement shares with you our current needs for Looked After Children and highlights where we have gaps that we need help to fill.  
Whilst we have suggested some proposals for how we might work to meet the identified gaps in provision; we are also open to hearing about alternative options and would welcome views from the external market.  
Section 4 tells you about how you can get involved and share your ideas with us, along with how to provide any feedback.
The local Hampshire context  
The majority of all referrals to the Placement Commissioning Team (PCT) are for foster care placements. Foster care is, therefore, the type of placement we need the most of and the most often.  
Recent data tells us that of all the foster care referrals:  
· 54% were for standard, single foster care placements.  
· 36% were for sibling groups to be placed together, which were predominantly for groups of two.  
· The remainder were for Parent and Child, Respite and Step Across Foster Care placements (these are placements for children and young people transitioning from a residential setting into a foster care family). 
We provide fostering to Looked After Children via our in-house foster carers and via the external IFA market. Hampshire County Council continues to rely on our external partners, and we expect to sustain this approach long term. We want to continue to work proactively with you to shape our external foster care provision to supplement and complement our in-house foster care.  
We place the majority of our external fostering placements with our 15 framework IFAs. However, we sometimes need to access off-framework providers to meet demand. Our IFA framework has been in place since April 2022 and extends up to March 2026. We are currently scoping a new Hampshire County Council framework due to commence April 2026. The tender opportunity will be advertised here in Autumn 2025: Hampshire County Council Electronic Tendering Site – Home (in-tendhost.co.uk). 

Hampshire County Council is actively working to embed the voice of the child in all aspects of its placement commissioning processes. We want to work with providers who prioritise participation and co-production with children and young people, developing responsive and child-centred ways to gather their feedback. This will ensure their lived experiences shape future approaches and better meet their needs.
Demand gaps and proposed strategies
Hampshire homes for Hampshire children 

Gap: Our recent framework provider contract management data tells us that we have work to do to bring Hampshire children and young people back home to Hampshire. Based on our most recent contract monitoring returns, only 38% of Hampshire children and young people placed with a framework IFA, were being looked after by foster carers living in Hampshire.  
Of all children placed with the 171 IFA framework carers living in Hampshire, 55% of these were placed by other local authorities.  
Since sharing these statistics with our providers, we have incidentally seen:  
· An increase in the number of Hampshire children placed with carers living in Hampshire. 
· A decrease in the number of other local authority children placed with carers living in Hampshire.  
We will continue to work collaboratively with the market to address the issues we face and hope to see evidence of further increases in the Hampshire placement data in future statistics.   
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Hampshire County Council’s most recent referral data (based on all IFA placements made) indicates that although more placements are now being made within Hampshire, 52% of those secured between October 2024 and March 2025 were still outside the county. Of all placements during this period: 

· 36% were in local authorities that border Hampshire. 
· 12% were in areas further away. 

This shows that placements are now being sourced from a wider geographical area. Previously, they were within the South East region, but now placements are also being made in the South West.

Proposed solution: We want to work to redress the balance of Hampshire IFA carers caring for Hampshire children and young people. Whilst we recognise that there will be stable, long-term matches amongst these non-Hampshire placements, there will be those where, once a child has moved on, there is an opportunity for a Hampshire referral to be considered as a replacement.  

We want to explore a shift to a more strategic placement planning approach with our IFA partners. As the corporate parent for Looked After Children in Hampshire, we want to better understand how we can work most effectively in partnership with you to keep our children and young people closer to home.  


Placements for separated children (unaccompanied asylum-seeking children) 

Gap: Children’s Services’ preference is to place separated children under 16 years of age with foster carers and separated children aged 16/17 years old in supported accommodation within the Hampshire local authority area, as long as this can meet their needs. If it is not possible to secure placements within Hampshire, the local authority will look to place in bordering local authority areas.  

The County Council needs to remain within the National Transfer Scheme (NTS) quota for Hampshire of circa 300 children on an ongoing basis. This means as separated children reach 18 years of age, Hampshire County Council proactively takes additional children through the NTS to ensure the local authority is continuously meeting its requirements. Therefore, our numbers of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children are always fluctuating. We are also seeing increasing numbers of spontaneous arrivals, leading to additional demand for placements for this cohort, so we always need to maintain some access to placements for separated children who are under 16 years of age.  

Proposed solution: To be able to offer suitable placements to support separated children, foster carers need to have an understanding and an appreciation of the specific needs of these children, as well as what caring for a separated child means. Predominantly, their needs are around language, culture and religion, as well as their unique experiences that have resulted in them coming into care on arrival in the UK. To support our IFA carers to meet the needs of this cohort of Looked After Children, we are keen to offer opportunities to share learning and best practice via provider events and focussed sessions. Providers already have a wealth of knowledge which we can support to further develop and build on using our experience gained from managing the regional unaccompanied asylum-seeking children project, and with expertise from our Refugee Team. We understand from the market that there is currently limited interest in exploring block contract arrangements for foster care placements. However, under the future framework, we will include the option to enter into block arrangements, providing us with the flexibility to explore and develop these opportunities further should the landscape change.  

Our intention is to explore the viability of an emergency bed (e-bed) model for fostering, similar to the block contract arrangements used in the Supported Accommodation market. This approach may help address the current gap in placements for children and young people who, due to their circumstances, often require same-day placements. 


Placements for complex children and young people  

Gap: We need more fostering placements that can meet the needs of our most complex and vulnerable children and young people, including those with mental health issues and challenging behaviour.  

Proposed solution: Specifying bridging placements in our service requirements may support this gap. This type of placement would provide a period of stability for a child or young person whilst an assessment of longer-term needs is undertaken, and a longer-term placement search is actioned. It is hoped that this type of placement would avoid the need for multiple short-term (night by night) emergency placements to be utilised while a longer-term placement is secured, noting that the long-term placement may not be for foster care.   

We will continue to work closely with providers to explore the needs of this specific cohort of children and young people in greater depth. We will no longer be holding interactive referral sessions and will instead be adopting a more targeted market approach by responding directly to advertised vacancies. We also welcome the opportunity to meet with providers to discuss individual placement needs. These direct conversations offer agencies and carers a more comprehensive understanding of each young person and their requirements, going beyond what is typically conveyed in a standard referral form.


Children and young people who become looked after as teenagers  

Gap: We struggle to identify fostering placements for children and young people who become looked after as teenagers. We want to avoid placing these children and young people in a residential setting if foster care is suitable for them, hence we need more foster carers to be able to meet their needs. This is also the case for looked after young teenagers (13-15 years old) who we also struggle to place. We see preferences for placements for younger children who can be regarded as less challenging. However, the majority of our fostering referrals are for the 11- to 15-year-old age range so we need to address this issue.  

Potential solution: Bridging type placements may also support these cohorts as they would enable an assessment of longer-term needs to be undertaken and a longer-term placement search to be actioned for these children. For young people new to care, and for young teenagers already in foster care, it would provide some placement stability while a longer-term placement is secured and avoid the need for multiple short-term placements.  We will continue to work closely with providers to explore the needs of this specific cohort of children and young people in greater depth. We will no longer be holding interactive referral sessions and will instead be adopting a more targeted market approach by responding directly to advertised vacancies. We also welcome the opportunity to meet with providers to discuss individual placement needs. These direct conversations offer agencies and carers a more comprehensive understanding of each young person and their requirements, going beyond what is typically conveyed in a standard referral form.


How to get involved

We have shared with you our key challenges and some thinking around how we might work to address some of the issues we face. 

To recap, our current fostering placement priorities and areas of focus are:    
 
· Hearing the voice of the child in service delivery and development.  
· Increasing the number of Hampshire placements for Hampshire children and young people. 
· Increasing Step Across placements from residential to foster care.   
· Increasing foster care placements for separated children under 16 years. 
· Increasing fostering placements for complex children and young people with mental health needs and/or challenging behaviour. 
· Increasing fostering placements for younger teens. 
· Exploring alternative options for young people who come into care at an older age. 
· Avoiding residential placements where not required to meet need. 
· Increasing placements for sibling groups. 


So, what now?  

We invite you to join with us on our mission to provide safe and loving foster homes for Hampshire’s vulnerable children. By working together, we can have a significant impact on the lives of young people in Hampshire.  
 
Your Independent Fostering Agency has a crucial role to play… 
 
· Have questions, ideas, want to talk?  
Get in touch or request a call back: CategoryManagement@hants.gov.uk  
 
· Have feedback on this market position statement?  
Email CategoryManagement@hants.gov.uk  
 
· Want to explore matching individual referrals?  
Get in touch or request a call back: placement.quality@hants.gov.uk  
 
· Want to know more?  
· Like numbers? Request more data: CategoryManagement@hants.gov.uk  
 
· Feeling social? Attend future engagement events: Email CategoryManagement@hants.gov.uk  
 
· Like to read more? See our Children’s Services Sufficiency Duty Strategy and Children and Young People’s Plan, which set out how we aim to meet our sufficiency duties and our priorities for the coming years. 
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