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Introduction

Provision was made in the Adoption and Children Act 2002 for legislation to require all local authorities, (LAs) to appoint Independent Reviewing Officers, (IROs) to monitor the review process of children looked after and the implementation of their care plans.

The draft guidance was issued for public consultation on 1 October 2003.  The consultation closed on 31 December 2003.  134 responses have been received. The majority of responses are from local authorities. LA respondents are wide ranging and include: Directors, Child Protection Managers, Quality Assurance Managers and Looked After Children 

Co-ordinators.

The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:

· Local authorities





112

· Independent Reviewing Officers


11



· Voluntary Organisations



7

· MPs






1

· Other






3

Note- throughout the report percentages are expressed as a measure of those answering each question, not as a measure of all respondents.

Consultation questions were asked about:

1. The clarity of the draft Guidance

2. The role the Guidance should have in recommending timescales for review recording and circulation to review members

3. The involvement of IROs in child protection conferences

4. The participation of IRO in Secure Accommodation Panels and whether IROs should review children in Young Offender Institutions

5. The chairing of Pathway Plan Review

6. Skills and competencies of an IRO

7. Models of independence

8. Examples of good practice

Additional Question

An additional question was asked on the referral of cases to CAFCASS

A full list of respondents can be found at the end of this report at Annex A

Q1 Is the draft Guidance clear? If not, where does it need to be clarified?
Yes
- 
64%

No


-
13%

Not Sure
-
6%

Unspecified

-
17%
The majority of respondents felt that overall the guidance was clear and set out the role of the IRO well. 

· Areas mentioned as being in need of clarification were: 

· Status and power of the IRO, “do they make decisions or recommendations?”

· Levels of qualifications and experience of IROs 

· Performance management of IROs and the role and function of the their managers 

· Thresholds for referrals to CAFCASS and the legal process following a referral to CAFCASS 

· Timings of statutory reviews and court hearings

· The role of IRO re formulating care plans where they need to be changed.  

· A couple of respondents questioned the implications of making a complaint against an IRO

· Several respondents commented that the views and wishes of young people should be considered more in the review process.

· Some comments were made on the need to link the guidance more closely with the Green Paper, “Every Child Matters” and how IROs would relate to Children’s Trusts or a Children’s Director. 

· A few comments were made that the guidance should stress that the IROs responsibility is concerned with all aspects of the child’s care plan, including education and health issues.

These issues reflect those raised in the responses to the rest of the consultation questions.

Outcome

These issues were discussed and responded to as outlined in the rest of this document.

Q2 Should Guidance set down a recommended timescale within which all the review recording should be completed and circulated to review members?
Yes
- 
76%

No


-
2%

Not Sure
-
1%

Unspecified

-
21%

The vast majority of responses were that a recommended timescale should be set for completion of review recording and circulation to review members and that guidance on this matter was perhaps overdue.

Suggested timescales vary from 24 hours for decisions and up to a month for general circulation for information. 

Several respondents suggest a two-tier timescale with decisions/recommendations to be circulated within 3-5 working days and minutes within 20 working days.

As an average respondents suggest a timescale of 10 working days with exceptions in special circumstances. Many local authorities already work to this as best practice.

Other comments included:

· There may be differing views as to what will suffice as a review record

· It should be clear whether any timescale refers to working days or actual days.

· Some concerns about being too prescriptive were raised and the importance of being realistic in often pressured and stretched working environment.

· It was emphasised by many that local authorities will have to ensure adequate administrative support to meet these timescales and that this will have financial implications for some.

Outcome

 In accordance with existing Children Act 1989 Guidance we will recommend that notification is sent no later than 14 days after the review has been held.

We will consider how this timescale is monitored.

Q3 
A. Might IROs be employed to be independent chairs of child protection conferences as well as to chair looked after children reviews? 

Yes
- 
60%

No


-
10%

Not Sure
-
7%

Unspecified

-
23%

B. Would there be a problem if the IRO was involved in chairing child protection conferences and looked after reviews for the same child?
Yes
- 
22%

No


-
40%

Not Sure
-
13%

Unspecified

-
25%

The majority of respondents agreed that IRO’s could chair child protection conferences as well as looked after children’s reviews. The following reasons were given:

· Many respondents felt that there would be no difficulties with an IRO chairing child protection conference and looked after reviews for the same child as long as these were well managed. 

· In many authorities the duties of Reviewing Officers already cover both Child Protection and Looked After Children processes. This has led to the development of good practice and also creates both a wider awareness amongst Reviewing Officers of all processes affecting vulnerable children as well as enabling some management flexibility.  

· From a child or family’s perspective, having the same person chair two types of meeting about them has been seen as positive.

· IRO’s are well placed to chair both meetings as they have sound childcare knowledge, good chairing skills and understanding of quality assurance roles. Combining the role enables increased efficiency and provides continuity.

· There will be less duplication of information and if managed properly should mean meetings are less frequent and more productive for children and families. 

However respondents did raise concerns about:

· Increased workloads and training. 

· Lack of independence and objectivity

· A minority thought that chairing both could be confusing for the child and families.

One suggestion was that as each case is different the appropriateness of this should be considered on a case by case basis.

Outcome 

This will be left to individual local authority discretion.

Concerns regarding conflicts of interest and IRO independence will be refereed to in the guidance.

Q4 
A. Might IROs participate in Secure Accommodation Panels, given their responsibility to chair Looked After review meetings, in which the decisions of the Panel may be discussed? 

Yes
- 
48%

No


-
19%

Not Sure
-
10%

Unspecified

-
23%
The majority or respondents felt that IROs could participate in Secure Accommodation Panel meetings. But the response was less in favour of this compared to IROs chairing Child Protection conferences.

Respondents felt this was advantageous as: 

· It ensures that there is a child centred plan 

· that attention is given to community resources needed for successful reintegration into the community following their release.

· It would be beneficial for the IRO who has known the child prior to their placement in secure accommodation to attend the Secure Accommodation Panel.  

· The attendance of the IRO can bring further continuity to the Care Plan for the young person

However, there were a number of issues raised by respondents:

· The need for clarity about whether or not the IRO would be a decision-maker in relation to the Secure Panel.

· Concern that the two types of review are quite different and whilst the power to contribute might be useful in some cases this should not extend to a duty to take part as this could compromise objectivity and independence. 

Overall, there was support for the attendance of the IRO at the Secure Accommodation Panel, but confusion about what the role of the IRO would be in this context.
Outcome

IROs should participate in Secure Accommodation Panels at the discretion of the local authority.  
B. Is it practicable for IROs to review looked after children in Young Offender Institutions?

Yes
- 
59%

No


-
4%

Not Sure
-
10%

Unspecified

-
27%
Over half of the respondents felt that it was practicable for the IRO to review looked after children in Young Offenders Institutions. In general the view was that IRO’s should chair the reviews of all looked after children regardless of setting. IRO’s could have a role in ensuring transition plans for discharge are in place and with the relevant recommendations. 

However, YOIs would need be clear about the purpose of the reviewing process and willing to implement the changes which might result. Many respondents felt that although this was a good idea, it could have practical and resource implications. Workload would increase, and travelling and staffing issues could become problematic.

Outcome

IROs should review young people in Young Offender Institutions.

We have extended the guidance to cover this role.

Q5  Should IROs continue to chair Pathway Plan Reviews for ‘relevant’ and ‘former relevant’ children?
Yes
- 
43%

No


-
21%

Not Sure
-
17%

Unspecified

-
19%

43% of respondents felt that IRO’s should continue to chair Pathway Plan Reviews for ‘relevant’ and ‘former relevant’ children.

Many respondents felt that this would provide continuity for the young person and fulfil the local authority’s responsibility,  ‘this is key to continuity and improving the long term life chances of vulnerable children’. (ADSS)

However there was a strong argument that the increased resources that were required were not justifiable and that an IRO chair was not necessarily the most appropriate for this group.

· Several respondents pointed out the resource implications for local authorities of the increased number of young people who would require an IRO. This would be financially stretching, and there would be problems with IRO capacity and recruitment. 

· It was also mentioned that although this would seem to be good practice it would be important to ascertain the views of looked after young people and not to remove their element of choice. Some of whom may not want this formal arrangement of review meetings to continue after they have left care and feel they have moved on.

· Several local authorities suggested the age of 18 as a cut off point for chairing these reviews as the young people would no longer be minors and continuation after this point would have greater resource implications.

· Some commented that Pathway Plans should continue to be reviewed as part of the overall review of the care plan, only in circumstances where the young person continues to be looked after. For other young people perhaps a ‘scaled down’ review would be more appropriate, not necessarily completed by an IRO. A compromise suggested was that the initial review be chaired by the IRO, with continuing oversight and intermittent chairing of at least once a year. 

· Others commented that age and status of the young person is irrelevant and this should be based on the vulnerability, wants and needs of the individual.

Outcome

IRO chairing of Pathway Plans for 'relevant' and 'former relevant' will remain at local authority discretion

Q6 A. Which of the identified skills and competencies are essential and which are desirable? (please comment)

Key Competencies

· The single biggest selection of comments was on the need for ‘Proven skill in the supervision and management of social work staff’. 33 responses commented that they thought this should be desirable and not essential. A small number of LAs did say they would exclude people without management experience, and others said that whether they required this experience would depend on how they graded the job. A number thought that this could refer to ‘demonstrating the skills necessary for supervision’, and that if this was not made desirable they would have problems recruiting. 

· Linked to this a number of respondents (4-5)  felt that the group that could apply should be widened from just those with qualification in social work, so that people from a diversity of backgrounds were not excluded. Suggestions included saying, ‘or in another discipline equivalent to DipSW’. Similarly, proven management skills of social work staff, could be broadened to ‘social care staff’. Again this flexibility was seen as important given current structural changes in social services. (this was also reflected in the responses to parts B&C of the question)

· A number of respondents thought that we should explicitly include the IRO having a thorough knowledge and understanding of the education system, and/or planning related to health and education.

· A significant number of respondents (9) thought that knowledge of NMS should be desirable rather than essential.

· 4-5 respondents commented that a proven understanding of Child Protection practice should be essential, but that child protection management experience should be desirable.

· A couple of LAs commented that experience of adoption proceedings should not be essential (bullet 3), and would exclude some candidates. This could be desirable rather than essential.

Personal qualities 

· The most common comment was that all the personal qualities applied. Additionally a significant number (13) questioned the need for IT skills to be essential rather than desirable, particularly given that training could be provided to improve IT skills. 

· A couple of respondents commented that the valuing diversity bullet should be expanded to include the ability to challenge racism, including institutional racism and other forms of discrimination.

Other General Comments

· ADSS and a couple of other local authorities felt strongly that competencies should not be laid down in guidance, and that there should be local flexibility, particularly given the changing structure and multi-disciplinary roles developing within social services. 

· There were general concerns about where these people would be found, and current problems recruiting. 

· A small number of LAs were keen to see the need for continuous training for IROs mentioned in the guidance.

B. Have other essential or desirable competencies been omitted? 

Yes
- 
40%

No


-
23%

Not Sure
-
4%

Unspecified

-
33%

Suggested essential/desirable competencies (those in bold were raised most consistently)

· Demonstrate understanding of Quality Assurance and related processes (audit/performance monitoring)

· Good understanding of school system/education and health (see question 6A)

· Minimum of 5 years experience in social work with children and families (5 years was mentioned most often)

· Detailed knowledge of Children Act and other relevant legislation.

· Ability to recognise and challenge inadequate and ineffective practice/plans/interventions

· Skills in conflict resolution/problem solving.

· Ability to construct practicable care plans that can achieve the desired outcome for looked after children.

· Ability to work as part of a team.

· Understanding of multi-agency/partnership working.

· Ability to plan and deliver training

· An understanding of organisational structures

· Ability to contribute to, develop and evaluate policies and practices. Keep up to date with research, the national agenda and best practice.

C. Is this list too prescriptive?

Yes
- 
12%

No


-
49%

Not Sure
-
6%

Unspecified

-
33%

The response to this question raised many of the issues already identified in question 6A. Those that said they thought the list was too prescriptive commented that: 

· The distinction between competencies and qualifications needed to be clearer.

· It focused on social work and social work qualifications, and excluded other professions unnecessarily.

· It was too prescriptive and not realistic.

Nearly 50% of respondents said they did not think the list was too prescriptive. 

· Some commented that they could add to a list of core competencies.

· Others commented that the competencies were not different from they ones they currently used (Manchester/Nottingham).

Outcome

Key competencies and personal qualities have been removed in favour of guidance focussing on the key outcomes from the IRO role.

Q7
A. Are there other advantages or disadvantages of the outlined models of independence? 
Yes
- 
49%

No


-
6%

Not Sure
-
10%

Unspecified

-
35%

Model 1 – IROs as part of the social services quality assurance function

Model 2 – IROs within a Chief Executives Department

Model 3 – External IROs

Model 4 – Reciprocal Arrangements

· The vast majority who responded to this question felt that model 1 was the most helpful. This was also the option that most LAs appear from the consultation to already have in place. Some respondents felt that one of the key advantages to model 1 was that the IRO could easily chair Child Protection Conferences. Those that answered no to the question were universally in favour of Model 1.

· There were general and repeated concerns that about the removal of IROs from the Children and Families Service leading to a reduced profile within the service and influence on front line practice. 

· Model 2 had advantages through the link to the CE and in supporting the corporate parenting role, however it was felt to be professionally isolating and would make a links to Child Protection work difficult.

· Models 3 and 4 were felt to be difficult to implement and left IROs too professionally isolated. In general people felt that these were less viable options. 

· However, the majority of voluntary organisations who responded favoured option 3. A few (around 5) Local Authorities did say that they contracted some IRO service from outside organisations.

· Issues were raised about small local authorities not being able to provide these structures.

· A significant number also said that they thought the structural option chosen should be left up to LAs. This was generally raised in the context of the introduction of Children’s Trusts.

B. Are there any other organisational models that would enable the effective functioning of the IRO role?

Yes
- 
25%

No


-
13%

Not Sure
-
13%

Unspecified

-
49%

· The most frequently made comment was that a link should be made to NCSC or SSI. Some suggested a new government organisation on the lines of the NCSC to host IROs.

· Some suggested that CAFCASS be expanded to take on/commission IROs.

· One or two thought that IROs situated in Children’s Trusts could have a real impact.

· Others suggested a new ‘safeguards unit’ which would have all the work related to statutory reviewing, Child Protection (Conference Chairing) within one unit.

· One LA suggested a panel of Councillors and Officers to oversee the work of the IROs and provide them with a platform to raise concerns about services.

Outcomes

All models will remain in guidance as examples and the pros and cons of each expanded

Additional paragraphs for clarification purposes on Children's Trusts and IROs.

Q8 Do you have any examples of good practice in relation to problem solving by IROs? Can you offer any anonymised case studies about different methods of problem solving by IROs? 

Outcome

Collection of examples selected for inclusion in guidance

Additional Question

Over the last 12 months, please give a brief, anonymised outline of any case(s) that you believe you would have refereed to CAFCASS had the arrangements outlined in the draft regulations and guidance been in place.
Total number of responses 44.

28 of these (64% of responses) said that they did not have any cases they would have referred to CAFCASS. The main reason given for this was that people expected to be able to resolve any issues internally.
8 (18%) said very few or 1, 2, or 3 cases might have been referred.

The remaining number who commented did not answer the question specifically.
Other general remarks were made about:

· difficulties resourcing this work

· questions about how referrals to CAFCASS work where a child is placed with parents

· what support would be provided for the IRO taking the step of referral to CAFCASS

· CAFCASS capacity to deal with these cases

· The delay such cases might cause for the child

Annex A

Independent Reviewing Officers

  List of Respondents

Association of Directors of Social Services

Aidhour - Executive Social Work Service

BAAF

Bath and North East Somerset Social and Housing Services

Birmingham Directorate of Social Care & Health

Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council

Blackpool Borough Council Social Services Department

Bolton Social Services

Borough of Telford & Wrekin

Bournemouth Borough Council 

Bracknell Forest Borough Council

Brighton & Hove City Council

Bristol City Council Social Services

Bromley Social Services

Buckinghamshire County Council

Bury Metropolitan Borough Council

CAFCASS

Calderdale Metropolitan Borough Council

Cambridgeshire County Council

Cheshire County Council

Children's Rights Alliance for England

Children's Society, The

City of Sunderland

City of York

Cornwall County Council

Coventry Social Services

Children’s Rights Officers and Advocates

Derby Social Services Department

Derbyshire County Council

Devon Social Services

Doncaster Social Services

Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council

Durham County Council

East Riding Social Services

Essex County Council's Children's Services

Gateshead Community Based Services

Gloucestershire Social Services Department

Greenwich Social Services

Halton Borough Council

Hampshire County Council

Hartlepool

Hertfordshire County Council

Hull Social Services

Hull Social Services Independent Conference & Review Team

Isle of Wight

Kent County Council

Kingston-Upon-Hull Social Services

Kirklees Social Services

Lancashire Social Services Directorate

Leicester City Social Care & Health

Leicestershire

Liverpool County Council Children's Schools & Families Directorate

London Borough of Barking & Dagenham

London Borough of Bexley

London Borough of Croydon

London Borough of Hackney

London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham's

London Borough of Hillingdon

London Borough of Redbridge

London Borough of Richmond upon Thames

London Borough of Sutton

London Borough of Tower Hamlets 

London Borough of Wandsworth

London Children's Resource Team

Manchester Children Families & Social Care

Milton Keynes Council

NAGALRO (National Association of Guardians ad Litem and Reporting Officers)

NYAS (National Youth Advocacy Service)

Newcastle upon Tyne

Newhall Social Services

Norfolk Social Services Department

North Somerset County Council Social Services

North Tyneside Council

North Yorkshire County Council

Northamptonshire County Council Children & Families Service

Northumberland Social Services Department

Nottingham City Council Social Services Department

Oxfordshire Social Services

Peterborough City Council

Plymouth Social Services

Pool County Council Children and Families Services

Portsmouth Social Services

Reading Borough Council Social Services

Rochdale Metropolitan Borough Council Child Care Service

Royal Borough of Windsor & Maidenhead

Salford City Council

Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council

Southend-on-Sea Borough Council Department of Social Care

Shropshire County Council

Solihull Education & Children's Services

Somerset County Council

South Gloucestershire Social Services

Southampton Health & Social Care

St Helens Social Services

Staffordshire County Council

Stockton Metropolitan Borough Council

Stockton on Tees Health and Social Care Department

Suffolk County Council 

Surrey Children's Service, The

Surrey County Council

Swindon Borough Council

Tameside Metropolitan Borough Council

Torbay Council

Trafford Children & Young People's Services

Trafford Metropolitan Borough Council

Uxbridge Child Protection and Reviewing Team

Voice for the Child in Care

Wakefield Metropolitan District Council

Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council

Waltham Forest

Warrington Borough Council Social Services

West Berkshire Council

West Sussex County Council

Westminster Social & Community Services

Wigan

Wiltshire County Council

Wokingham Council

Wolverhampton City Council
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