Financial crisis looms as SEND costs threaten council insolvencies in England
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Dozens of councils across England face the risk of "total collapse" as escalating costs linked to special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) provision push local authority finances to breaking point, a recent report warns. The County Councils Network (CCN) highlights that around 59 councils could become insolvent overnight when accumulated deficits, estimated to total roughly £18 billion, are formally recognised on their balance sheets. This looming financial crisis stems chiefly from an 80 percent surge in Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) issued since 2019, supporting children with conditions such as autism and ADHD.
Despite this dramatic expansion, the report underscores that expected improvements in outcomes for children with SEND have not materialised. The CCN's findings echo concerns voiced by council leaders and experts that the current SEND framework is unsustainable, with many local authorities warning of unprecedented financial strain if reforms are delayed further. Councillor Matthew Hicks, chairman of the CCN, stressed that without decisive government action, families could face longer waits for support while local authorities confront deficits nearing £18 billion.
The SEND system has been under extraordinary pressure for over a decade, with policy and funding challenges intensifying. Currently, councils have used an accounting mechanism called the statutory override to keep these high needs deficits off their formal balance sheets. Initially set to expire in 2026, this measure was recently extended through to March 2028, offering a brief reprieve to authorities already struggling with budgetary constraints. However, half of councils surveyed by the Local Government Association (LGA) expect insolvency once this safeguard ends if alternative solutions are not implemented. Similarly, independent investigations reveal that nearly 20 councils have publicly warned of insolvency due to mounting SEND debts, with deficits forecast to increase by nearly £2 billion over the next year alone.
Financial pressures are exacerbated by rising demand and the increasing cost of private special school placements, which councils have turned to amid insufficient support within mainstream schools. The CCN projects annual spending on such private placements will reach £3.2 billion by 2029. Intriguingly, this spending surge has led to funds being diverted from mainstream education budgets, with £150 million reallocated last year, potentially impacting the wider school system. To address these systemic issues, the CCN calls for legislative amendments to refocus EHCPs on children most in need and increased investment in educational psychologists and early preventative support resources in mainstream settings.
Government plans to reform SEND were anticipated as part of the Schools White Paper, but this initiative has been delayed until 2026 to allow further testing of proposals, a move that has drawn criticism from councils and campaigners alike. The delay prolongs the financial uncertainty and operational strain faced by local authorities. Speaking to The Guardian, council officials warned that without urgent reform, some local authorities might resort to asset sales or face insolvency. Additionally, data reveals stark inefficiencies in the system, such as over £100 million spent on failed legal challenges by councils and government to block SEND support, highlighting broader systemic and administrative problems.
The Department for Education acknowledges the challenges, stating the government inherited a "SEND system on its knees" and is committed to improving inclusion and support. They report having conducted extensive consultations with families and committed £740 million towards specialist educational places and earlier interventions. However, critics argue these measures have yet to alleviate the mounting financial and service delivery crises faced by councils.
As SEND numbers continue to rise, projected to reach 840,000 EHCPs by 2028-29, or one in 20 children and young people, the scale of looming deficits and demand pressures demands urgent, comprehensive reform. Without this, councils warn of a coming financial avalanche that could severely hinder the ability of young people with SEND to access timely and effective support.
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