Contact’s CEO Anna Bird’s welcome address at this year’s joint National Network of Parent Carer Forums conference February 2026
It’s a privilege to be in the room with so many people who care so deeply about disabled children, young people and their families. This is a really significant, and high stress time for families with SEND: with reform on the horizon, it feels like the stakes have never been higher. We know how hard everyone in this room has been working to ensure that the voices of parent carers have been heard during this process
We’re so proud of the work we do with forums – despite encountering a system that has often let you down and failed your children, that is often adversarial and requires you to battle constantly to get your child supported, you all show up, day in, day out, working to make that system better, so that families that come after you don’t experience the trauma that you have
We all know there is a huge task ahead of us to move towards a system that truly meets the needs of children and families — across education, health and social care. That change will not be quick, and it will not be easy. But it will not happen at all unless families are genuinely involved in what happens next
And that is why parent carer forums matter now more than ever. You continue to provide something that is absolutely vital: the real, lived experiences of families, placed right at the heart of change and development in services.
Parent carer forums are uniquely placed to support change and improvements in a way that no one else can. You are an independent voice, separate from the services families are struggling with. You are strategic partners that work in solution focused ways to make improvements. You’re local, and place-based, rooted in your communities. You’re parent carer led, shaped by experience, and because you’re parents, and you get it, families will tell you things they might never feel able to say to professionals. You don’t simply describe problems - although you do that with courage and clarity. You do what you can to influence the culture: a culture that must work with families, not to them or for them.
At Contact, we absolutely believe in what you do. The fact that you are parent carers – often navigating your own complex situations while also giving up time, energy and emotional capacity to make a difference, in places where you are not always welcomed or listened to in the way meaningful system change requires – must be recognised.
This is where the rest of us in this room come in - we’re all here because we believe in the power of what you do, and that means we also have a responsibility to support the people making it possible.
That means asking ourselves:
o What can we do to lighten the load?
o What can we do to remove unnecessary barriers?
o What can we do to make it easier — not harder — for forums to do their work?
Sometimes that is about funding and capacity. Sometimes it is about trust and respect.
Sometimes it is as simple — and as powerful — as listening well, acting on what we hear, and not asking forums to carry the emotional weight alone.
Alongside the National Network of Parent Carer Forums, we are reflecting on how our support can continue to develop in ways that are genuinely helpful. We are clear that our role is to help create the conditions for forums to thrive — to be resourced, supported and sustainable — while always respecting that the voices and leadership sit with parent carers themselves.
This is not a small movement. Across England, there are over a thousand parent carers running and supporting forums, with a collective membership of around 180,000 families. That is an extraordinary national asset. And at the heart of that sits the National Network of Parent Carer Forums.
The NNPCF plays a critical role — connecting local voices to national influence, sharing learning, and ensuring that parent carer participation is not tokenistic but meaningful, informed and impactful. The NNPCF gives forums collective strength, credibility and visibility — at a time when that has never been more important.
Over the past year, a lot of my time has been spent with the Department for Education, talking about the reform process and imminent white paper. I’ve been in many meetings with Jo and Sarah, and it’s been great to be aligned on what needs to be done, to make the system work better. Sarah and Jo have been doing an amazing job of feeding back the themes that forums have shared with them, and I’ve been proud to stand alongside them in this work.
At Contact, we are clear about this: The change that families need does not happen without parent carer participation, and forums and the NNPCF are essential in that
So today, I want to say thank you to forums and the NNPCF
o For your persistence.
o For your humanity.
o For your leadership.
Parent carer forums are precious — and they are essential.
And in these challenging times, we need to protect, value, support and invest in them — for the system change that must happen for families with send.

