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AM: The name Arthur Labinjo-Hughes will not be forgotten. This 
week his father was jailed for 21 years for his manslaughter and 
his partner jailed for 29 years for Arthur’s murder. Later this 
morning the Prime Minister is expecting to announce an inquiry 
into the case. The job of the Children’s Commissioner is to 
promote and protect the rights of children, especially the most 
vulnerable. The current Commissioner, Dame Rachel de Souza is 
with me in the studio. 
What could have been done to help Arthur? 
A: Look first I think it’s so important we’re talking about Arthur’s 
case. The life of a child is of inestimable value and his voice was 
not heard, and that’s where we need to start. Obviously there’s a 
serious case review under way and we need to see what that says 
but we must take decisive action and now. Now my concern is 
that here we are 20 years since this post was set up and we’re still 
having these cases and there are two things that I think we 
absolutely have to do and do now. One, what Arthur raised 
concern, he was not a baby, he was six years old. He raised 
concerns and the system did not hear  him. We must listen to the 
voices of children. And secondly, we are at no doubt with these 
reviews and national reviews that are absolutely right that they 
happen they tend to make the same recommendations. My 
challenge to the system is going to be  - and this is what I have 
done – is go look at the best places where social care is delivered. 
Look at it, it’s not a matter of system recommendations it’s a 
matter of delivery. When I go to the best places in this country do 
you know what I see? I see people inquisitive about children. I see 
managers asking the right questions. 
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AM: So a lack of curiosity really has been the problem here 
because it  wasn’t just Arthur, his grandmother raised concerns 
about bruises and his uncle contacted the police and still nothing 
was done. 
A: And that’s why that professional curiosity is critical, but the 
system  must support social workers’ professional curiosity, not 
distract them on other things. I’ve had 30 years in education 
reform and seen many of these cases. Educations are recognisable 
because we reformed and focused on children in the  classroom. 
We need to see this in children’s social care as well. It’s happening 
but what I’ll tell you is this is not a quick fix, an easy 
recommendation. The best places in the country that do this have 
taken three, four, five years  to do this. It’s a big job but we must 
do it for Arthur.  For Arthur we have to do it. 
 
AM: Now another reason behind this – I don’t want to suggest 
that he died for any other reason, two evil people killed him, and 
we should always remember that. Nonetheless this all happened 
during lockdown, or a lot of it did. He wasn’t going into school 
where things might have been picked up and social workers at 
that period were not allowed to go to houses in person to check 
up on children. And so the terrible question I have to ask is do 
there are other awful things going on up and down the country 
that have been hidden by the pandemic? 
A: I think there’s no lockdown was such a shock to the whole 
nation that it  weakened the system of support. But actually in 
Arthur’s case he did have a number of professional around him, he 
did have home visits. We have to wait to hear exactly what 
happened there. And what I would say, I was in school during the 
lockdown, I  went into school every single day and I know my 
colleagues were picking up the flack and going out and seeing and 
checking on children they think were the most vulnerable. It was a 
terrible time, it was a terrible time for the whole nation, it’s also 
why I think we must not close schools again. We must not. 
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AM: So that comes to my next question because everybody hopes 
there is not going to be pressure for a new lockdown and new 
restrictions and the Omicron threat goes away again in some 
form. But it is possible that at some time before too long the 
Prime Minister will say to you and to the rest of us I’m really, 
really sorry but this is such a serious threat, the Omicron variant 
that we are going to have to close schools again what would you 
say to him? 
A: I mean I would urge him not to close schools and let me just 
give you a sense of this. Coming out of the lockdown I put out a 
survey to the children of England got more than half a million 
responses. That’s the biggest survey ever in England and probably 
across the world and do you know what the children told me? 
Their biggest concerns their mental health and well being from 
being away from school from their friends, their concerns about 
their education, their concerns about not being able to be together 
out and play. They want things back to normal. They took a huge 
hit for us, we must not close schools again. And my head teacher 
colleagues across the country are incredibly good at managing this 
situation. I watched them rush into support the most vulnerable 
and I would definitely advise not to do this is there’s any other 
option. 
 
AM: There’s always other options and I’m just wondering what 
you think the rest of us, the government, society generally should 
be prepared to do to ensure that schools stay open and that these 
children who will never get their education back fully don’t have to 
go through that again? 
A: I mean frankly whilst online learning was put into place and 
everybody stepped up to try to do that, children have told me, half 
a million children have told me that although that was helpful it 
could not replace what a teacher taught  them. They’re concerned 
about their future. 
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AM: So we should accept more restrictions to keep schools open 
perhaps? 
A: I think children have done a huge amount for us. I have 
250,000 text responses, children telling me  how they miss their 
older relatives, how they miss funerals, how they don’t know how 
to make friends anymore and real concerns. I went round the 
country in April and May from Grimsby to Scunthorpe, to Bristol to 
Hansworth and talked to hundreds of children. We can’t let them 
down. We need  - I mean as long as we can keep them safe, you 
know, and nothing is ever a hundred percent safe, we need 
schools open. 
 
AM: Now right at this moment in England alone 208,000 children 
are not at school. That’s more than twice the normal absences. 
First of all why is that happening do you think? 
A: So let’s put that into context. So  normally around this sort of 
time you’d have 94% of children in school in a normal year. We’re 
now about at sort of  high 80s, so most children are in school, 
most children want to be in school. Now why are children not in 
school? Some of it is Covid, some of it are other reasons.  And one 
thing that my office is doing and I know the Dept for Education 
are doing and I know that ministers are taking incredibly seriously, 
and I urge them to take even more seriously is digging down into 
the why. Is it because as a head we’ve often seen we just need to 
go out there and get them in. There’s kids who’ve just not come 
back or should be there, there’s not a problem. 
AM: had to be cajoled in as it were? 
A: Yes. Is it because there are mental health or mental well being 
concerns, then let’s get the support in place. 
 
AM: Do you think parents are being too cautious sometimes? A 
tickle of a cough, a bit of a runny nose and they’re kept away from 
school because it might be Covid? 
A: I think everybody naturally has had a terrible shock because of 
Covid. They’re worried, they hear things on the media. I would say 
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you’ve got your lateral flow tests, take your tests and get into 
school and encourage children to get into school. It’s the best 
place for them and frankly it’s what they told me it’s what they 
want, it’s where they want to be. 
 
AM: Now one suggestion is that vaccinating 5-11  year olds would 
really help. I wonder what your attitude is to that? 
A: So I always will take that on. I’m not a scientist so I take the 
scientific advice and I’m looking forward to seeing what JCVI say. 
What I would say are two things. One is children have told me, 
anecdotally as I went round the country that they would like the 
vaccine because they want to support their older relatives. This is 
an altruistic nation, the young generation. We need to be very 
grateful to them. But also a number of countries have gone ahead 
of us and we can see the scientific outcomes of that. So my view 
is very much if JVCI say yes let children who want it have it. 
 
Ends  
 
AM: So we should accept  
 
 


