
 
 

DHSC update to Safeguarding Adults Board (SAB) Chairs  

Dear SAB Chairs and safeguarding adults stakeholders, 

Following the start of the national lockdown in England, on the 6th of January, I wanted to write 
to you again, about adult safeguarding. I last wrote in May 2020 to thank you for your work 
and to update you on the Coronavirus Act 2020 and the Ethical Framework for Adult Social 
Care (previous letter attached as annex).  

It has been a difficult year and I know that all of you will be operating in challenging 
circumstances because of pandemic pressures. On behalf of the Government and the 
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC), I wanted to thank you again for all that you 
are doing on adult safeguarding. This is important work and we appreciate the flexibility and 
resilience that we are seeing from Boards, local government and others in maintaining 
practices that are keeping adults with care and support needs safe.   

We know from the NHS Digital statistical publication ‘Mid-Year 2020-21 Adult Social Care 
Activity’ that the pandemic is affecting safeguarding practices. In the first half of 2020/21, 
safeguarding concerns reported to local authorities increased slightly but there was a 
decrease in enquiries starting. More Section 42 enquiries than usual dealt with incidents 
occurring in private homes. The first INSIGHT report, from the DHSC-funded Care and Health 
Improvement Programme (CHIP), supported by the Local Government Association (LGA) and 
the Association of Directors of Adult Social Services (ADASS), to which you contributed data 
from your SABs, underlined this. 

We know that some adults with care and support needs, who live in their own homes or 
residential social care settings can be particularly vulnerable to abuse and neglect. In the first 
lockdown and now, we recognise that safeguarding concerns and risks may increase, with 
more people receiving support and support needs changing.  

We are particularly mindful of adults who may become more isolated and dependent on 
smaller numbers of paid and unpaid carers, as normal contacts are restricted to minimise the 
risks of Covid transmission. Safeguarding is everyone’s business, and it’s vitally important that 
Boards, local authorities and others continue to prioritise safeguarding oversight as the 
pandemic creates new risks.  

Since I last wrote to you, the Prime Minister has hosted a ‘hidden harms summit’. At the virtual 
event, he explained that the pandemic risked making crimes that happen behind closed doors 
more prevalent and less visible. The summit brought together representatives from across 
government, the NHS, law enforcement, charities and frontline services, as well as survivors 
of hidden harms.  

To ensure that risks posed to adults with care and support needs were properly considered at 
the Summit, adult safeguarding was represented by one of our Chief Social Workers for 
Adults, Fran Leddra from Thurrock Council. She told the PM about the challenges adults with 
care and support needs are facing during the pandemic and how adult safeguarding can play 
such an important role in highlighting and responding to the hidden harms agenda.   

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mi-mid-year-adult-social-care-activity/mid-year-2020-21
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mi-mid-year-adult-social-care-activity/mid-year-2020-21
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/25.177_Insight%20Project_layout_FINAL%20WEB.pdf


 
 

In its response to the Summit, the Government acknowledged the incredible work that social 
care, health, local authorities and others have done to adapt and continue to provide a vital 
lifeline to people struggling with hidden harms. The Education Secretary made a renewed 
commitment to support collaborative working that he heard about at the Summit, including on 
adult safeguarding. You can read more about the outcome of the Summit, here.   

These statements have demonstrated again that Government understands the value and 
importance of good adult safeguarding practices during the pandemic. They are consistent 
with the Government’s decision, in Spring last year, not to ease safeguarding duties set out in 
the Care Act 2014, and to issue advice about how to discharge those duties safely and 
proportionally during the pandemic. As well as the Ethical Framework for Adult Social Care, 
which I flagged with you in my last letter, you will have seen the Adult Social Care Winter Plan, 
first published by the Government in September 2020. Addressing local authorities, the Plan 
says:  

Directors of Adult Social Services and PSWs, working with other professional leaders, 
must assure themselves that the delivery of high-quality social work support and 
interventions remains at the forefront of the local authority’s offer in this period. This 
will include Adult Safeguarding responsibilities as set out in the Care Act, working in 
partnership with local multi-agency safeguarding arrangements, including 
Safeguarding Adult Boards. 

We know that it in many cases, it will be impossible to continue adult safeguarding work using 
the exact methods and practices that worked before the pandemic. As I said in May, 
proportionality and flexibility will continue to be key. Statutory guidance explains that SABs 
should aim to carry out SARs within a reasonable time period, ideally within six months of the 
Review starting, unless there is good reason for a longer period required. It will also be up to 
each SAB and Chair to decide if the unique, local challenges of the pandemic constitute a 
good reason for a Review to take longer. When making this decision, SABs should consider 
how urgent the Review is and secondly the local circumstances. 

We are also working closely with CQC, and I thought it might be helpful if I passed on some 
information about what they are doing on adult safeguarding. Throughout the pandemic, CQC 
has worked to react quickly to emerging risk of harm and to provide the public with assurance 
that health and care services are safe, whilst maintaining a flexible approach in order to 
support the system’s response to COVID-19.  

CQC has been drawing on a range of information sources to support risk and quality 
monitoring. Data from a range of sources is informing decisions about inspections, including 
referrals about safeguarding concerns and from whistle-blowers. Listening to people who use 
services, their loved ones and people who work in health and social care continues to be a 
priority. The ‘Give Feedback on Care’ service is a good way to offer this kind of feedback. For 
adult social care services, CQC continues to inspect where this a clear risk of harm. CQC is 
also:  

• Undertaking infection, prevention and control (IPC) inspections in care homes to ensure 
people are receiving safe care. 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prime-ministers-virtual-summit-on-hidden-harms
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-changes-to-the-care-act-2014/care-act-easements-guidance-for-local-authorities#annex-d
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-changes-to-the-care-act-2014/care-act-easements-guidance-for-local-authorities#annex-d
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-ethical-framework-for-adult-social-care/responding-to-covid-19-the-ethical-framework-for-adult-social-care
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/adult-social-care-coronavirus-covid-19-winter-plan-2020-to-2021/adult-social-care-our-covid-19-winter-plan-2020-to-2021
https://www.cqc.org.uk/give-feedback-on-care


 
 

• Rapidly inspecting potential designated sites so that people who have COVID-19 can be 
discharged from hospital in a timely way, freeing up vital NHS capacity.  

• Continuing to monitor and assess services where there is a risk of closed cultures 
developing. 

To support your work in the coming months, as well as the pieces of official Government 
guidance I’ve already mentioned, I wanted to flag a few more resources that you may wish to 
consider.  

Recognising that contacts with professionals who can recognise the impact of safeguarding 
issues will continue to be reduced, the Government has produced a short community 
safeguarding leaflet. This is designed to raise awareness of safeguarding risks amongst 
people with public-facing roles but limited formal safeguarding training. It’s quite broad 
because it covers adults without care and support needs; and children, too. You may have 
local partners who could make use of it with their workforces.   

CHIP, supported by the LGA and the ADASS has produced a COVID-19 and safeguarding 
adults Frequently Asked Questions document (May 2020) and resource pack (updated 
January 2021). This guidance is supported by Government and constitutes helpful and 
practical advice for maintaining safeguarding practices during the pandemic.  

Last, for your longer-term consideration and interest, I wanted to highlight the first national 
analysis of Safeguarding Adult Reviews (SARs) in England which was published in November. 
This research was also funded by DHSC via CHIP, supported by the LGA and ADASS. This 
is an important study with recommendations for SAB practices. I would recommend you review 
this important piece of work with your Board members. In the coming months, we may offer 
more advice about how the Government views those recommendations, in more detail. 

I hope these further points will be helpful in prioritising and managing the important work you 
are doing on adult safeguarding during the pandemic. Please do share this letter with your 
stakeholders and partners if helpful.  
 
Thank you. 
 

 
 
Alex Wakefield 
 
Adult Safeguarding Lead, Department of Health and Social Care 
 
26 January 2021 

https://homeoffice.brandworkz.com/BMS/albums/?album=2092&lightboxAccessID=9AD9C142-A301-458E-8BE489B20777137A
https://homeoffice.brandworkz.com/BMS/albums/?album=2092&lightboxAccessID=9AD9C142-A301-458E-8BE489B20777137A
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/COVID-19%20safeguarding%20adults%20FAQs%20final.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/covid-19-and-safeguarding-adults-resource-pack
https://www.local.gov.uk/covid-19-and-safeguarding-adults-resource-pack
https://www.local.gov.uk/analysis-safeguarding-adult-reviews-april-2017-march-2019#:~:text=This%20first%20national%20analysis%20of%20Safeguarding%20Adult%20Reviews,purpose%20was%20to%20identify%20priorities%20for%20sector-led%20improvement
https://www.local.gov.uk/analysis-safeguarding-adult-reviews-april-2017-march-2019#:~:text=This%20first%20national%20analysis%20of%20Safeguarding%20Adult%20Reviews,purpose%20was%20to%20identify%20priorities%20for%20sector-led%20improvement

