England’s councils face near £18 billion SEND debt crisis amid delayed reforms
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Council leaders across England are sounding the alarm over the escalating financial crisis driven by special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) support. Recent warnings indicate that councils are on track to accumulate staggering debts that could total nearly £18 billion within the next five years, with many local authorities now facing the very real risk of insolvency due to overspending on Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs).
The surge in demand for SEND support has caused the number of EHCPs to skyrocket to an unprecedented 638,000 this year, more than doubling since 2015 when there were around 240,000 plans in place. This jump has pushed councils into deep financial distress, with many forced to rely on costly private specialist school placements that have inflated spending. Currently, SEND deficits nationwide stand at about £4 billion but are projected to soar. For example, the County Councils Network (CCN) forecasts these debts could reach £17.8 billion by 2029, translating to nearly £1,000 worth of debt for every child and young person in England. Similarly, other data suggest accumulative debts could reach between £5.2 billion to £8 billion within the next couple of years, with several councils already issuing public warnings about their potential insolvency and bankruptcy if the situation remains unaddressed.
The financial strain is not confined to a few areas; large and rural councils are among the hardest hit, with some like Hampshire County Council projecting deficits exceeding £300 million in the near future. Analysts from the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy estimate that up to 75 councils could be at risk of insolvency due to these ever-growing SEND debts.
The government’s response has been cautious and cautious reform attempts have faced criticism and delays. Education Secretary Bridget Phillipson recently announced a delay in the publication of the anticipated Schools White Paper, which was expected to propose major reforms including reducing the number of costly EHCPs and promoting mainstream school provision for disabled children. Initially planned for release this year, this key policy document has been postponed until early 2026 to allow more extensive consultation with families, teachers, and experts. The delay follows the dismissal of the schools minister responsible for the reforms, Catherine McKinnell, raising further concerns over the pace and direction of government action.
Council leaders and advocacy groups are urging urgent government intervention to prevent what they describe as a system "heading towards total collapse." Matthew Hicks, Chair of the CCN, emphasised the time-sensitive nature of the crisis, warning that continued inaction will result in longer waits for families seeking support and catastrophic financial shortfalls for local authorities. Amanda Hopgood of the Local Government Association echoed these sentiments, highlighting that the current SEND system is failing many children and families due to inadequate funding and structural challenges.
While the Department for Education insists the government is committed to improving the SEND system, pointing to investments like £740 million for specialist places and better training for teachers, critics say these measures are insufficient against the backdrop of overwhelming demand and rising costs. The DfE spokesperson highlighted ongoing engagement through over 100 listening sessions with families, suggesting reforms will focus on enhancing inclusion in mainstream schools, but this approach has met resistance from parents’ groups concerned it could dilute children’s legal rights to tailored support.
Further complicating the landscape is the statutory override that has allowed councils to keep SEND deficits off their balance sheets temporarily. This arrangement, intended to provide breathing room, is set to end in March 2026. Without renewed government support or significant reform, the collective financial burden is expected to become unsustainable, risking the viability of essential SEND services and the financial stability of many councils.
The confluence of soaring demand, expensive placements, and delayed reforms constitutes a multifaceted challenge. According to the CCN and local government representatives, without decisive government intervention, both in terms of funding and legislative reform, councils face severe deficits that could lead not only to bankruptcies but also to a collapse in the SEND support system relied upon by thousands of vulnerable children across England.
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