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[bookmark: _Toc182574372]1. 	Introduction
1.1	The Adoption and Children Act 2002 directs that the manager of the Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) service ‘should produce an annual report for the scrutiny of members of the corporate parenting board[footnoteRef:1]’.  [1:  Adoption and Children Act 2002 (legislation.gov.uk)] 

1.2.	In Newcastle, IROs also fulfil the role of Independent Chairperson for children who have a child protection plan, and they complete annual Foster Carer Reviews. This report covers all aspects of the ‘IRO’ role for the period April 2023 to March 2024 and provides data and evaluation relating to the IRO Service in Newcastle.
[bookmark: _Toc1630194766][bookmark: _Toc182574373]Purpose of Service and National Context 
1.3	Effective care planning is essential to achieve the best possible outcomes for children in care. In 2004, the role of ‘Independent Reviewing Officer’ (IRO) was established to monitor the way that local authorities implement plans for children in care and to ensure that the child’s wishes and feelings are fully considered. In April 2011, changes in government regulations and statutory guidance about care planning came into force, which strengthened the IRO’s role and provided detailed guidance in the ‘IRO Handbook’. The responsibility of the IRO changed from the management of the ‘Child in Care Review’ process to a wider role with responsibility for monitoring looked after children’s cases. 
1.4	As stated above, Newcastle City Council also applies the role of the IRO to all children with active Child Protection Plans. 
[bookmark: _Toc28153099][bookmark: _Toc182574374]2. 	Role and Function of IROs in Newcastle
2.1	By providing independent oversight of children’s cases, IROs endeavour to ensure that all children receive high quality consistent care and support so that they are safeguarded, and their health and wellbeing are promoted.
2.2	The specific roles of IROs in Newcastle are listed below:
· Chairing initial child protection conferences and reviews. 
· Charing reviews for children in our care. 
· Charing reviews for our children placed for adoption.
· Secure Accommodation Reviews for our children in secure accommodation. 
· The provision of independent oversight of all CP and Children in Care (CIC) cases between reviews and conferences.
· The convening and chairing of reviews of Foster Carers.
· Monitoring and reviewing all Private Fostering Arrangements.
· The convening and chairing of Assessment, Intervention and Moving On (AIM2) meetings.
· Chairing disruption meetings.
· Contributing to single and multi-agency training.
· Chairing some complex abuse meetings. 
· Promoting awareness and uptake of Young People’s Advocacy and Independent Visitors services.
· Cover for the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO). 
[bookmark: _Toc1598338492][bookmark: _Toc182574375]3. 	Staff Structure and Profile
3.1	Responsibility for the activity and development of the Unit lies with the Service Manager for the Children’s Safeguarding Standards Unit, who for the period under review reported to the Principal Advisor for Children’s Social Care.  The IRO Team Manager provides line management support to 10 IROs and supports the development of the IRO Service. The IRO Team Manager reports to the Service Manager for the Children’s Standards Unit. The Service Manager for CSSU provides management support for the remaining 7 IROs.
3.2	The current staffing structure includes:
· Service Manager, Children’s Safeguarding Standards Unit 
· IRO Team Manager 
· 17 IROs (equating to 15.5 FTE Independent Reviewing Officers)
3.3	We have the following specialist roles:
· One IRO provides a dedicated review / oversight service to children placed for adoption.
· One IRO undertakes reviews of all children subject to Private Fostering Arrangements.
· Two IROs provided a dedicated Foster Carer Review Service.
· Three IROs have specialist disability experience.
· One IRO has specialist experience of working with children and young people who display harmful sexual behaviour 
· One IRO has specialist experience in reunification and has led on the review of the Newcastle’s Reunification Policy delivering training on assessment in reunification and the establishment of effective reunification plans.
· Four IROs provide cover for the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO). 
· Two IROs have led on the implementation of the Risk Outside the Home (ROTH) pilot which was expanded to another three IROs due to demand 

[bookmark: _Toc182574376]4. 	Review of Progress 2023 – 2024 
[bookmark: _Toc537344841][bookmark: _Toc182574377]Context
4.1	2023 to 2024 was a busy and successful year for CSSU and the IROs. At any one-time IROs were working with around 380 children with Child Protection Plans, 600 children in care and over 200 foster carers. In total we considered the needs of 3545[footnoteRef:2] of our children in 2088[footnoteRef:3] IRO chaired meetings, completed 551 Child Protection Reviews in timescale (95%) and 581 Child in Care Reviews in timescale (97.7%). IROs have also completed 315[footnoteRef:4] meetings for 519[footnoteRef:5] Foster Carer Reviews. We have overseen 4 children placed in secure accommodation and the children who had to be placed in bespoke care arrangements, outside of registered childcare placements.  [2:  This figure reflects that children have more than 1 review per year ]  [3:  This figure reflects that children have more than 1 review per year]  [4:  This figure reflects that some foster carers have more than 1 review in the year]  [5:  This figure reflects that some foster carers have more than 1 review in the year and also includes main and non-main foster carers] 

4.2 	CSSU, alongside colleagues in Corporate Parenting, completed a thorough review of the Foster Carer Review Process, launching a strengthened process and new tools in January 2024, and establishing dedicated IRO specialists for Foster Care Reviews. IROs have participated in a pilot led by CSSU to extend child protection conferencing and planning to children experiencing risk outside the home. We have contributed to the development of a range of procedures and processes including reunification, professional escalation and responding to bruising in non-mobile babies. CSSU has led on several learning reviews and completed audits relating to the participation of children in their reviews, children experiencing second and subsequent plans and an audit of decision making within child protection to help us understand changes within the number of children with a protection plan. IROs have taken part in two practice weeks and supported the role of the Family Group Conferencing within the Child Protection process.
4.3	IROs have responded to learning identified through key performance figures, achieving positive change in the proportion of ICPCs held within 15 working days of the strategy meeting. In March 2023 65% of ICPCs were held within timescale, but this rose to 79% in March 2024. This was above national and statistical neighbour comparisons and due to a specific focus on risk whilst having an embedded restorative approach in our practice.  
[image: ]
4.4	This report explores much of this work in more detail and highlights CSSU’s priorities for 2024-25.
[bookmark: _Toc1959080798][bookmark: _Toc182574378]Progress against priorities 
[bookmark: _Toc32851424]4.5	The following section describes progress against our priorities during the period.
[bookmark: _Toc182574379]Priority 1 – Voice of the Child 
[image: ]Outcome – The work of all IROs will be informed by a full understanding of the child’s lived experience, wishes and feelings. This information will underpin improved outcomes for our children and contribute to the improvement of the service provided by IROs and the CSSU.
4.6	Ensuring children are at the centre of the care planning and review process has continued to be our top priority.  Children participated in 98 % of their reviews as shown in the diagram below.

4.7	Collectively, IROs have had contact with 654 visits to CIC. This is in line with the statutory responsibilities placed upon IROs and remains an area CSSU want to build upon and continually strengthen. 
4.8	Throughout the latter part of the year the Service Manager for CSSU attended all 3 of the CIC Participation Groups to seek their views and support in strengthening the CIC review process. This work has helped CSSU managers formulate plans to strengthen guidance, training, and support for IROs in helping them deliver the best possible experience for CIC, ensuring children are as involved as far as possible in establishing and developing their plans and shaping their reviews. We have also embedded this approach in our new foster care review process, whereby the voice of the children that have been placed with carers, as well as the carers’ own children, is now much more central to the review process and outcomes.
4.9	Whilst this work has started for children in care (CIC), it is an approach we hope to extend to children with protection plans, where this will add value for the children and where available resources allow. CSSU has begun to explore how the CP review process can be developed and provide a more individual approach for children, that supports them to participate as they wish to, subject to age and understanding.
4.10	The IRO team has remained consistent and stable throughout the year at a time of high turnover within frontline social work services, and this has allowed IROs to provide a degree of stability for the children we work with. It has meant that IROs continue to be the most consistent staff member in the lives of many of our children, and the relationships they have built help ensure the child remains at the centre of the care planning and review process. The stability of these relationships strengthens our ability to support the children participate fully in their reviews. It is key in helping the children have the confidence to express their views. The service has endeavoured to hold more reviews in person, only using virtual meetings and technology as exceptions or for when a child has a expressed a wish to meet virtually.    
4.11	Newcastle CSC took the decision to cease working with the Mind of My Own participation app. This came to an end in November 2023 after several years of low take up. Leaders in CSC recognised the need to have more robust mechanisms in place to capture the voice and participation of children and in the latter part of the year IROs took part in the Newcastle’s first Coram Voice Survey of CIC. IROs acted as supporting adults for many of the children, helping them complete the survey and make their views known. The findings from the survey are covered below.   
4.12	IROs have continued to promote the use of independent advocacy, this is explored in more detail below.
[bookmark: _Toc557812067][bookmark: _Toc182574380]Priority 2 – People 
Outcome – Children and young people will be safeguarded, and their welfare promoted through a robust, highly skilled, reflective effective IRO workforce with robust administrative support, working within a learning culture.
4.13	The IRO Team Manager has a particular remit to promote learning and improvement across the service and the role has supported the development of a range of quality assurance processes to be developed. This includes increased use of audit and practice observations, robust management information and the creation of staff development opportunities such as group supervision and bespoke training. Together, these approaches have strengthened management oversight of the service and provided greater assurance that children continue to be safeguarded and where there are difficulties with aspects of their plans, these are identified and addressed within the child’s timescale. Further information on learning identified through audit, observation and management information is addressed later in the report in Sections 4.17 to 4.49. 
4.14	The service has benefitted from the continued development of relational and restorative approaches to social work through our work with Leeds City Council. IROs have benefitted from bespoke training on relational practice that explored how they could strengthen care planning for children and ensure children remain at the heart of everything they do.  They have had further opportunities to embed this learning in their work via workshops for ‘Re-think Formulation’ which helps practitioners reflect and explore new approaches to issues when working with families. This technique has also been adopted to help IROs and others understand why in some cases protection plans remain in place for periods beyond 15 months and it has proved effective in helping drive forward more effective plans to achieve safety and change.  Feedback in respect of the approach of two different IROs was received from colleagues during this year:

The IRO has been absolutely brilliant! she has been supportive to not only me but to colleagues who I have talked to when in the office about how to navigate our meetings, reports, and the new system together and has shown great support to me and other colleagues given the current ‘stressors’ we all appear to be experiencing.
The IRO has ensured that our meetings are taking place in timescale, has offered to have teams calls and listen to worries regarding our cases whilst navigating the new system and this has made not only myself but some of my colleagues feel really supported and cared about.
Having a supportive and caring Team Manager is great! but having an IRO who is also supportive and caring goes a long way as well.
IRO Name has been removed for confidentiality











The IRO chairing the Conference dealt with a very volatile parent incredibly well, managing the issues in a very sensitive way

IRO Name has been removed for confidentiality

4.15	A further 4 IROs took part in training organised on a regional basis and delivered through Edgehill University. In total 16 IROs from Newcastle have completed this training. This training provides a detailed insight into research regarding the impact of the IRO role, and how this can be maximised within local practice and procedures. It also provides a refresher on key statutory responsibilities and requirements.
4.16 	During the year IRO Group Supervision was held monthly and was used to upskill IROs and provide the opportunity to reflect on local and national practice and learning from reviews, audits, and research.   Sessions included the following:
· Learning from initial findings from local learning reviews, including actions taken to safeguard babies facing risk within the home and teenagers affected by risk outside the home.
· Exploring progress with the Risk Outside the Home (ROTH) pilot, and how children experiencing ROTH should be supported. This also allowed for further exploration of contextual safeguarding including the challenges and potential barriers to protecting children from exploitation and the importance of disruption activity.
· The use of Family Group Conferences for children with protection plans and the use of family network meetings.
· [bookmark: _Toc1684109191]Audit findings regarding IRO practice, participation in CIC Reviews, second and subsequent protection plans and decision making in child protection	, following an increase in the CP population in late 2023. This work is discussed in more detail below.

[bookmark: _Toc182574381]Priority 3 – Practice and Systems
[bookmark: _Int_eYQKsOp1]Outcome - Safeguarding children procedures and accompanying information reflect up to date processes, internal arrangements, and best practice to improve outcomes for our children.
4.17	A significant improvement plan in respect of Foster Carer Reviews was led by the IRO Service from February 2023.  At this time 2 dedicated Foster Carer IROs were appointed, and a new compliance form was established from July 2023.  Data from this period 

highlighted challenges with some areas of the process and procedure, particularly around reports from placing social workers and the views of our children in foster care.  Further information about the FCR process for 2023-2024 is contained in Section 9 of this report.
4.18 	In May 2023 CSSU began and led a pilot exercise to ensure child protection conferencing and planning better met the needs of children experiencing risk outside the home (ROTH). Newcastle’s approach had always been to provide a child protection response for all children facing risk of significant harm. However, the child protection system nationally, had been developed primarily to respond to risk in the home. Findings from audit and staff consultation identified that staff felt the standard child protection process was not delivering sufficient safety within the child’s timescale. Children’s Social Care began to research national best practice in this area and identified a model from Wiltshire that had proved successful. 
4.19	The Wiltshire model can be used to address risk to individuals, groups of children and even larger numbers of children who face risk in a shared context. In Newcastle, we began to use the model to address individual risk, with the aim of expanding this as local knowledge and skills grow. The model replicates the established child protection system, which has worked well for intra-familiar harm. The model simply adapts the process to create a focus on ROTH, working differently with parents as safeguarding partners and seeking a different response from agencies. Once agencies begin to focus on the risk as being outside the home, it creates the space to think about how this type of risk should be managed. It allows agencies and families to think about what will make a difference, what will achieve safety and what safety looks like in this context.
4.20	The pilot continued throughout the year and a final review was held in May 2024. This will be captured in the 2024-25 Annual report. But it has been clear from the pilot that the main aims of the pilot have been achieved. We have managed to adapt our approach, so it works better for all children. It is anticipated that the approach will be embedded as a core procedure in late 2024. The table below comes from a survey of practitioners undertaken in December 2023.  
[image: ]

The practitioners were asked to “Please provide a rating for the value / impact of the pilot” - 71% rated the pilot as either a 4 or a 5, indicating a positive view of the pilot. The pilot had proved successful in strengthening how we work with children and parents and in identifying risk. It did identify a need for further work on disruption planning.
4.21	During the year under review CCSU reviewed and updated procedures relating to participation in CIC and CP reviews, professional escalation across the multi-agency partnership and a range of specific guidance within the sub-regional procedures. Many of these changes were driven by the publication of new statutory guidance, including Working Together 2023 which require changes in practice and approach. As we update our policies and procedures CSSU endeavours to ensure the principles of relational and restorative practice are embedded and promoted. For example, the work on Foster Carer Reviews aims to ensure that the voice of all parties is better heard at the review, so that decisions reached are based on a collaborative understanding of the Carer’s work over the previous year.   
  4.22	CSSU, with support from colleagues in Information and Informatics, developed a comprehensive reporting system to help track the development and implementation of permanence plans for children in care. The system, which utilises a software package called Power BI, allows the user to access live information on children allowing CSSU to identify and track children for whom there is not agreed plan in place. We know from research that delays in agreeing plans can have serious detrimental impact on children in care. This tool enables IROs to monitor and track the development of plans and act where this has not happened. The tool has also supported the wider service in understanding timescales for developing and implementing plans and supported the service to address any systemic or practice-based obstacles. This tool has been developed over the year under review and CSSU now meet regularly with Service Managers for the Social Work Teams to help problem solve and address delay in the care planning process. This information has been used to support the development of a new Permanency Panel, which tracks the progress of plans for children in care. The Service Manager for CSSU, is a standing member of the panel. This is helping to ensure that all children in care have the right plan at the right time.
[bookmark: _Toc912887092]4.23 	Quoracy rates for ICPCs and Reviews held in 2023-2024 were at 85% which was higher than for the previous year at 81%.  The reasons for any meeting not being quorate and still going ahead are generally due to last minute nonattendance by agencies and limited agencies involved with the child such as babies or college students.   

[bookmark: _Toc182574382]Priority 4 – Performance Management, Compliance and Quality Assurance
Outcome – Assurance is sought, evidenced, and challenged to demonstrate how the IRO service contributes to improved outcomes for our children and young people.
4.24	Performance Management systems developed last year and reviewed in the 2022-23 Annual report have been embedded and continue to deliver strengthened management information. This has helped inform service development and improve practice and outcomes for children and families. The work of CSSU in quality assuring practice is used in conjunction with other quality assurance processes, within CSC, delivering a more joined up approach. The following activity being undertaken:

· Audit of second and subsequent child protection plans 
· [bookmark: _Hlk173159471]Audit of child protection decision making, following a rise in child protection plan numbers.
· CSSU management audit of child in care reviews and review records
· CSSU management audit and review of child protection minutes and reviews
· IRO peer audit of review practice and records
· Continuation of the IRO Score Card based on national and local practice issues to inform our improvement journey. 
· Monthly ‘Practice and Performance Conversations’ analysing data and performance information in evaluating the impact of our work.
· Improvement in management oversight, tracking recording is up to date, actions have been taken and plans implemented.
· The use of Rethink Formulation for child protection plans that have lasted for 15 months or more.
· A compliance form is completed by IROs once they have conducted an ICPC or a Review Conference.  During the year 437 compliance forms were completed by the Service and some of the key findings are contained later in this report
· [bookmark: _Int_gcw2y9wG]A number of compliance, quality assurance and feedback forms are used to understand the quality and impact of our Foster Carer Review Procedure and the quality of our foster care provision 
4.25	Second and subsequent child Protection plans have been a standing item on the CSSU quality assurance agenda. Newcastle has for several years had a high rate of children on a second or subsequent protection plan, and this has warranted continued scrutiny. The concern being that a repeated plan may indicate that initial attempts to safeguard a child or bring change to a family had been unsuccessful. It might also indicate that a child has continued to experience risk of harm for an extended period.
4.26	The audit completed in December 2024 again identified strong connections in terms of presenting issues between initial and subsequent plans. The risks associated with domestic abuse, alcohol and substance use and poor parental mental health continued to be evident. The chronic nature of these issues, and the possibility that risk associated with them might return was acknowledged within the decision-making process. Overall, the decisions made to end the initial plan and to start the second or subsequent plan were found to be robust. The audit found that the right decisions were made, and proportionate interventions put in place. The questions about how safety might be better sustained remains pertinent. Our work to date has identified greater input from family networks, who remain in place after statutory interventions end as being key to sustained change. The audit recommended that guidance on the use of Networks be developed and put in place. There is also further research to take place, led by colleagues in Public Health to better understand demand in social care and the question of repeat plans will form a key part of this work. This work is set to begin in September 2024 and will look at children with second or subsequent protection plans, children in the pre-proceedings process and children in care, with an emphasis on understanding if children might be able to safely exit the care system sooner.

4.27	The number of children with a child protection plan in Newcastle had been stable for 2022 and for most of 2023. However, from September 2023 the number began to increase, and this was sustained for several months. By January 2024 the number had reached 420, which was the highest it had been since December 2020. The number of children with a protection plan does fluctuate, the fact that the number changed and increased was not unusual. However, the rate of change did appear significant, and it was evident that if that was to be sustained into mid 2024 it would create pressure in the system. It might have also suggested that our collective efforts to support children at the earliest opportunity were not working.
[image: ]
4.28	CSSU Managers took part in an audit to explore the decision making around all children that began a protection plan in November 2023. The purpose was to clarify if the right decisions had been taken, whether opportunities for earlier intervention had been missed or if there had been any change in the application of thresholds. The audit covered the records for 58 children across 23 families and explored decision making at the point of referral, strategy meeting, section 47 enquiries and at Initial Child Protection Conferences.
4.29	The findings were positive and indicated that the right decisions had been made in all cases. This was reassuring as the evidence identified that the increase in numbers did not reflect a change in decision making or threshold and was down to increased demand. 
4.30	52% of the children started on protection plans under the ‘Emotional Abuse’ category. Whilst this was not out of the ordinary, it was noted that in a small number of cases where children had been at risk because of domestic abuse, the category of ‘Physical Abuse’ might have been more appropriate. The audit also identified some familiar themes including the absence of fathers from our work on a small number of cases. In 90% of the audits it was identified that the analysis of the child’s lived experience, risks to the child and the strengths in the family network were either Very or Quite Effectively evaluated at the ICPC to evidence the need for a child protection plan.  
4.31	Whether the threshold for a child protection plan was met was also part of the audit and in all cases professionals had clearly evidenced the need for a child protection plan for the child.  
4.32 	Overall, there was evidence to suggest greater use could have been made of the family network at earlier stages of intervention, and that this might have prevented some children from requiring protection plans.  Further work on child protection decision making was identified as a priority within the multi-agency audit programme, led by Newcastle Safeguarding Children Partnership for later in 2024, and this would provide a perspective on practice on a multi-agency basis.
4.33	CP Reviews in timescale have seen a relatively dramatic improvement between 2022/23 and 2023/24 rising from 78.7% (Mar23) to 95.1% (Mar24). This has lifted Newcastle above the most recent 2022/23 comparators for stat neighbours (85.1%) and national (88.1%).
[image: ]

4.34	Quality Assurance activity undertaken in the IRO Service highlighted that 95% of reports provided by agencies for this year contained relevant safeguarding information about each child.  In another 2% there was partial information.  This is an exceptionally high level of achievement for all agencies and the high quality of this work needs to be recognised.  Gaps in safeguarding reports were highlighted as agencies not analysing the risks to the child and an assessment of the potential harm and impact, or no update on identified actions from the child protection plan.  
4.35 	CSSU Managers audited a sample of child in care reviews (1 from each IRO) in September 2023 finding evidence of improved practice.  93% of the child in care reviews set out the kind of review this was, for example, 20 working day or decision making and the legal status for each child was clear.  Half of the reviews were held virtually and half were face to face.  For all reviews, the child's legal status was clearly set out and 39% of the children attended all or part of their review and 12 % were under 4 years.  For 62 % of the children there was clear or partial evidence that the IRO had been in contact with the child prior to the review as appropriate to their age and level of understanding.    
4.36	For 43% of the children their review considered their needs and how they will be met very effectively and for 56% the review report could be improved.  Management analysis included – 
"The review is thorough and detailed. The child's needs are explored and relevant actions agreed, with exception of actions around an updated C&F assessment."


"This is a very good chair's report which clearly articulates the needs of the child, his views and those who support him. The animosity between Mum and her partner and the carers was clearly managed to allow those who are part of the child's life to share their views but keep the focus on the child”




	

4.37	In 93% of the children their review very effectively partially evidenced their views and experiences.  Management feedback included:
"The child's views are considered but the child only came into care the day before the review in an emergency so the situation is fluid. The Review report notes "It was agreed the children would be encouraged to attend and be part of all future meetings"


"The IRO has met the child before the review and he attended part of the review so his views and his life is clearly shared in the minutes. His own words are used about how he feels about his plan etc."



4.38 83% of the children had their permanence plan agreed.  Management analysis included:
"There is a clear discussion and the differences of opinion regarding the permanence plan is clearly stated. The child's views are clearly stated and a recognition that more work is needed to help the child understand the implications of the plan"





4.39   Management feedback was clear that for all children the review did provide evidence of planning for children and identified areas for improvement as set out below.  Importantly for 99% of the children the review added value to the life of the child Very Effectively or Partially with the following feedback:
"Very good example of a chair's report that is measured, inclusive and written in restorative language. Key people are part of the review and their differing views are clearly recorded and managed. The child's voice and life experiences, wishes and feelings are contained throughout the report. "


"This is a comprehensive review which reading in isolation gives me an excellent understanding of this young person, his care needs, his development and progress, his relationships and plans for his future. There is good evidence of identifying unacceptable delay and the impact on the young person, and the IRO identifying what action they will take and it is recorded when the IRO did take that action. There is a helpful explanation about the reason for the review as it was brought forward."


"Very inclusive review which centred very clearly on the young person, his needs etc. "


"This was a pleasure to read. I think this is an exemplar of good practice that could be shared with other IROs to assist with their learning.”


[bookmark: _Hlk173172350]4.40	CSSU Managers undertook an audit to evaluate the Quality of Child Protection Reviews as demonstrated through the recording of that review including the reason for the initial ICPC, engagement of parents and carers, voice of the child, evidence of change and assessment of how effectively the child was being safeguarded and their welfare promoted.  The audit found that the record needs to be more explicit about the reason for the ICPC so that there is a clear, specific analysis of the risks of significant harm and the impact on the child of living with those risks.  In 28% of the sample the progress against  the Child Protection Plan is recorded in a SMART way which supports a clear understanding of how much progress has been made in reducing the risk to the child.  
This identified that there is more work to be done to achieve this analysis of change.  There are good examples within the audit with management feedback including the following: 
“This is a very good account of the reasons for the ICPC, the risks of significant harm and it is clearly demonstrated the impact on the child.”




4.41   An area of strong practice was that in nearly 80% of the sample the decision about the 
need for a child protection plan was clearly set out.  This echoes the findings of a Children’s Social Care Audit undertaken to understand the steep rise in the number of Child Protection Plans in Newcastle from Autumn 2023[footnoteRef:6].  In that Audit it was evidenced that the threshold for a child protection plan for 23 children in the sample was met through the available case record including the ICPC minutes in 100% of the cases.  Also in 93% of the sample the category for the child protection plan was also clear.  It can be concluded that: [6:  Children’s Social Care – Rise in CP Plans (from November 2023) Audit report February 2024 ] 

“IROs are able to provide a clear rationale for the need for a child protection plan for the child in nearly all of the sample.  This is an area of strength for the IRO Service working alongside the Children’s Social Work Teams”.
Audit of IRO Activity – Child Protection Review Minutes Audit Report - CSSU – May 2024 








4.42 	In June 2023 IROs undertook an audit of a child protection plan where another IRO had been the Chairperson.    A random sample of Plans was identified and the audit was undertaken in an IRO Group Supervision to ensure the audit was completed and the feedback and reflection could be undertaken.  The IROs identified the following learning from the audit: 
Are the main risks set out clearly and specifically in relation to the impact for each of the children?  
    [image: ]

Is the risk of significant harm directly related to specific issues rather than generic terms such as domestic violence etc?
         [image: ]
 4.43	The Plans were written clearly with no jargon in 83% of the cohort and the same level were determined to be clearly child focussed.    For the other Plans there was room for improvement such as some outcomes being focussed on Mum rather than the child, and whilst some were clear outcomes they were not focussed on improving the child’s wellbeing.  
4.44	The Family Network 
The family network was considered and used to minimise the risks to the children in 75% of the families with another 8% partially considered/used.  
[image: ]
This learning mirrors the learning from the Audit of Child Protection Decision Making, following a rise in child protection plan numbers undertaken in Children’s Social Care and CSSU in November 2023 around making better use of the family network to mitigate the risks to children.  
4.45	Clarity of timescales for achieving outcomes for children is an area that continues to pose challenges in the development of child protection plans as again identified in this audit.

Are the timescales for achieving the outcomes clearly set out?[image: ]

4.46	The Peer Audit found that outcomes in the sample of child protection plans were generally written in a way to support easy measurement of change and if the change was being maintained but that there was more work to be done as shown below:

 	  [image: ]

4.47	As this Peer Audit found that there is more work to be done on having specific risks outlined and having specific timescales for the achievement of outcomes this is likely to have an impact on being able to robustly identify and measure change and if this change is being maintained.  When this finding is compared with the audit by CSSU Managers of the Quality of Child Protection Reviews, it may be that articulating how change is measured in child protection reviews is challenging as in only 28% of the sample did the CSSU Managers find that progress against the Child Protection Plan is recorded in a SMART way which supports a clear understanding of how much progress has been made in reducing the risk to the child.  This is an area for continued development and will also be subject to further audit in 2024-2025 as the IRO Peer Audit of Child Protection Plans will be sampled by the CSSU Managers in order to understand benchmarking between the IROs and the CSSU Managers.    
4.48	Other areas of learning from audit include:
· Improved evidence of plans that are child focused, engaging families and partners successfully and that are realistic, achievable, and timely.
· Good evidence of IRO engagement and that they are listening to their children, using a variety of methods to do this depending on the needs of the child. 
· The need to improve consistency and quality of practice around focussed outcomes, with specific actions that provide a clear understanding of what needs to be achieved and within what timescale to minimise the risk of significant harm.
· Ensuring IROs keep abreast of the child’s history as this may shape the child’s wishes and feelings in the present and the future.
· Ensure the role of parents is made clear - and where this is limited state the actions taken and required to strengthen the role they may play.  
· The role of parents in both child protection and child in care reviews also needs to be better balanced as there is a clear pattern of mothers being essential parties to the child’s plan but a gap when it comes to fathers.  There is limited evidence around the inclusion of fathers, even when they are deemed to pose the risk of significant harm to the child.  
· Record planned follow up or use CDEP when there is significant drift or delay so that it is very clear what action is intended to be taken, by whom and within what timescales.  
4.49	The IRO Service took part in the Practice week held in November 2023 which focussed on ROTH. 
	Learning from the IRO Service highlighted evidence of:
· Relational practice by IROs with their families
· Established and meaningful relationships between IROs and their families
· Families feeling respected and valued
· Positive progress is identified and highlighted by IROs with their families
· Children’s views are evidenced in the work of IROs
[image: Description: Ncc logo 65mm]	
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5. Children in Our Care – Summary 
5.1 Children in Care activity is measured using the number of children that are ‘looked after’ by the local authority at the end of the year and the number of children starting and ceasing being looked after during the year.

5.2 All rates and statistics referred to in this section are taken from data collected internally within Newcastle City Council for 2023 - 2024 and statistics published by the Department for Education for previous years

[bookmark: _Toc1014669061][bookmark: _Toc1782949710][bookmark: _Toc182574383]
6.	Child Protection – Summary 
6.1	Child Protection activity is measured using the number of children on child protection plans at the end of the year and the number of children starting and ending plans during the year. 

6.2 All rates and statistics referred to in this section are taken from data collected internally within Newcastle City Council for 2023- 24 and statistics published by the Department for Education for previous years.




[bookmark: _Toc182573816][bookmark: _Toc182574384][bookmark: _Toc2007954402]Child Protection Characteristics 
The characteristics of our children on Child Protection Plans can be broken down further as set in the diagrams below.
Age of child/young person 
[image: ]If we consider the more detailed information below we can see that the age range of 10-15 years is the biggest group in 2023-2024 at 36.5% which is a slight decrease on last year (37%) and the group of 16 years + has increased slightly this year to 10% from (9.2%).  This is something to consider going forward as this overarching age group are the groups generally subject to ROTH plans.  Given the pilot undertaken and the level of demand for the ICPCs for this area of risk it could have been hypothesised that this cohort would increase.  However when combined together as one overarching cohort it has stayed the same.  This may mean we actively considered risk outside the home as a safeguarding issue for our young people and were already using child protection plans to safeguard them with the pilot giving us the collective framework to develop more focussed child protection plans.  This is something to consider in the year ahead to assess our level of practice in this area.   
Ethnicity 
The majority of children who have a child protection plan are white and this is the same for this year and last.  Children from BME groups are 21.2% of the cohort this year which is an increase from 18.9% on last year although this is not broken down any further.   The 2 other ethnic groups make up less than 2% and 1% of the total of children respectively.  
[image: ]
Gender 
Gender continues to be identified as either male or female with no option to record a child’s ability to self-identify.  We know we are working with children who identify as transgender, gender fluid etc but it is not possible to record this.  There has been a slight shift compared to last year in respect of the split between male (50.6%) and female (48.8%) with more males being subject to CP Plans this year than last.  The rate of unborn babies subject to child protection plans is still less than 1%.    The shift in gender make up may be linked to the increase in ROTH plans as most of our young people who are at risk outside of their home are males.  This may also be something to consider going forward.  

[image: ]

Disability 
When considering the level of children who have a child protection plan and those who have a recorded disability in 2023-2024 this was 16.25% of the total cohort.  This was a slight decrease on the previous year where it was 16.8% of the total cohort.  
[bookmark: _Toc182574385]7.	Child’s Voice
[bookmark: _Toc182574386][bookmark: _Toc1711656545]Advocacy 
7.1	For 2023-2024 there were 103 referrals for Children’s Independent Advocacy. This is an increase from the previous year when 72 referrals were made.  The vast majority of the 103, referrals concerned children in care. It has been a desired outcome for more children in the child protection system to access advocacy, but progress in this area has been slow. This reflects a much lower rate of direct participation from children in the child protection process compared to the child in care process. During the year the CSSU manager produced and shared guidance for IROs to help encourage and support them in making the child protection process more accessible to children.
7.2	In Newcastle advocacy is available to all children active to Children’s Social Care. IROs have a specific responsibility to ensure looked after children are aware of their right to access advocacy services and it is an issue that must be addressed at every child in care and child protection review. NYAS, the advocacy service provider, attended the IRO team meeting to discuss how service uptake might be improved. This led to an audit of child in care reviews to explore how clearly advocacy was being addressed and identified good practice was shared across the team and reinforced via group supervision.
7.3	It is a standing aspiration to increase the number for children accessing advocacy. This is a strong theme in many key national reports, such as The Review of Children’s Social Care, which highlighted the importance of children having independent advocacy support.  To this end Newcastle is working with the advocacy provider to help raise awareness and take up of the service. Newcastle leads on a regional contract and when the contract was renewed, Newcastle was keen to ensure that the contract supports the core costs of providing an advocacy service, so that funds are made available to support promotional and publicity.   
7.4 	IROs complete a compliance form after every ICPC or Review Conference.  This is one form per family using the youngest child as the subject that they make the responses on behalf of.  Analysis of the compliance forms during this period identified that in most of these meetings the voice of the child is heard as set out below however the findings also indicate that we have more work to do.  
7.5	Was the Child’s Voice Heard?[image: ]
7.6	For 74% and 3 % of the children their voices were fully heard or partially heard as part of their ICPC or Review with another 18% being too young to share their views etc.  This is a high percentage where we are able to capture the voices of our children in one part of the child protection process.  For 51% of our children has their views represented by their social worker, 9% by a family member, 1% by their IRO, and importantly 9% spoke at their meeting with another 1% provided their own information to be shared at the meeting.  
[bookmark: _Toc182574387]CORAM Survey 
[bookmark: _Toc980477952]7.7	Newcastle City Council commissioned Coram Voice to undertake the Your Life Your Care survey with our children in care. The survey was carried out between February and March 2024. A summary of the findings is given below. The findings will shape our strategy for improving the lives of children in care and care leavers. This will require a multi-agency response driven by our Corporate Parenting. Partnership. 
157 children in care responded to the survey from a total eligible population of 460: a response rate of 34%.  

The breakdown of those who responded are:
	Age group
	Number of responses
	Response rate

	4-7yrs
	23
	28%

	8-11yrs 
	49
	36%

	11-17yrs 
	85
	35%



· More boys (55%) than girls (44%) responded to the survey. Two (1%) chose the ‘let me tell you’ option.
· The most common ethnicity was White (76%), followed by Asian (12%).
· The majority (71%) were in foster care, about one quarter (24%) were in family and friends care. Others lived in residential care or ‘somewhere else’.
· Most of the children and young people had been in care for at least 3 years (71%).


Foster carers
· Every single child and young person (4-17yrs) in Newcastle trusted the adults they lived with. *
· 100% (n=22) of the youngest children (4-7yrs) thought the adults they lived with noticed how they were feeling. * 






Social workers
· Every child (n=49, 100%) aged 8-11yrs knew who their social worker was. *
· In Newcastle, the level of trust in social workers was high, especially amongst the youngest children: Every child aged 4-7yrs trusted their social worker. *

Sharing confidences
Three quarters (74%) of young people talked regularly (more than once a week) with their carers/ parents about things that mattered to them. In the general population, 66% of children talked regularly to a parent. * 


[image: ]     Safe at home 
· Overall, 96% of children and young people reported ‘always’ feeling safe where they were living now: a higher proportion compared with their peers (82%) in the general population. 
· Every child aged 4-7yrs (n=23, 100%) ‘always’ felt safe where they lived. 
· Young people (11-17yrs) were statistically more likely to report ‘always’ feeling safe in their placement than those in other LAs (98% vs. 86%). 


[image: ]	Support for learning
94% (n=46) of 8-11yrs and 95% (n=80) of 11-17yrs reported that the adults they lived with showed an interest in their education (‘all or most of the time’ or ‘sometimes’). The same is true for 88% of children in the general population. *

[image: ]         
Having fun/ hobbies
All of the youngest children aged 4-7yrs (n=23, 100%) reported having fun at the weekends. *







[image: ]			Happiness yesterday
· More than half (52%) of young people (11-17yrs) reported very high happiness the previous day. The same is true for 36% of young people in the general population. * None of the youngest children (4-7yrs) reported having been unhappy the previous day. * 

[image: ]			Liking school/ college
Children and young people in Newcastle less often reported liking school compared with children and young people in other LAs: (4-7yrs*: 78% vs. 92%; 8-11yrs: 80% vs. 87%; 11-17yrs*: 67% vs. 78%). 

[image: ]		Understanding reasons for care
Two in five (41%) children aged 4-7yrs and close to half (45%) of the children aged 8-11yrs reported either not having had an adult explain to them why they were in care or wanting more of an explanation.



[image: ]		Having a say in decisions
· Just 36% of children (8-11yrs) and 43% of young people (11-17yrs) felt that they were able to have a say in decisions about their lives ‘all or most of the time’. 


[image: ]			Help for worries
Compared to those in other LAs, children (8-11yrs) in care in Newcastle who worried about their feelings or behaviour less often reported having an adult to support them with their worries (68% vs. 89%).


Independent Visitors
7.8	This is a service provided to Children in Care intended to provide opportunities for positive activities but also for the young people to make positive relationships and develop their social skills. Children and young people can be matched with independent visitors for the duration of their childhood, meaning the relationship can last several years. During the year under review the provider of the Independent Visitor Service changed, following a tendering process. From November 2022, the provider has been NEPACS. 
7.9	Whilst the number of children and young people taking up the service is low; practitioners are confident that those that require the service have been referred. At the year-end there were 13 young people matched, with a further 10 waiting to be matched. Newcastle and the other authorities in the regional contract are working with NEPACS to help strengthen their recruitment and ability to match children. Across the region some children have waited too long for this service. This will remain a key area of focus for IROs within their review and oversight functions. During 2023-24 the CSSU Service Manager reached out to staff across the Council seeking volunteers to work with NEPACS and act as Independent Visitors. The request identified 12 volunteers, 10 of whom went on to be assessed by NEPACS and begin the training. 
[bookmark: _Toc1681217949][bookmark: _Toc182574388]Children’s involvement in their reviews
7.10	Reviews are an important opportunity for Children in Care to have their say about the care that they receive. During 2023-24 98% of Child in Care Reviews happened in the statutory timescales which was a small increase on the previous year.  The increase was aa result of maintaining a stable and fully staffed team of IROs and by building stronger working relationships with the social work teams which helped reduce the number of meetings that had to be postponed and rearranged.  98.% of children participated in their review in some way.  Appendix 1 sets out some snapshots of IRO records in respect of their engagement and contact with their children.  
7.11	During 2023-24, IROs have been supported to undertake more reviews face to face. Virtual reviews are an option, should a child wish it, but there has been a strong desire to get back to face to face working, as it strengthens relationships, and they are at the core of Newcastle’s approach.  We endeavour to offer children a choice of how they wish to take part in their meetings. Whilst it is our wish that most take place face to face, some children continue to prefer to take part via video call and this is respected.
7.12 	ICPC and Review Conference compliance monitoring demonstrates that we still have some way to go in engaging children to attend their ICPC or Review Conference.   Of the 437 compliance forms completed during this year the following findings were evidenced:
7.13	Was the Child or Children Invited to Attend?          [image: ]
This was an increase of more than 50% on the previous year for children being invited to their review.  
7.14	Did the Child or Any of the Children Attend All or Part of The Meeting?
2023-2024 saw a slight increase in the rate of those attending all or part of their meeting increasing from 12% to 14%.  
[image: ]
7.15	Reasons for the Child not attending the meeting 
IROs recorded the reasons for children and young people not attending their ICPC or Review Conference and the key reasons are the same as for previous years:
· It was not appropriate due to the young age of the child
· The child did not want to attend the meeting 
· The meeting was held during school hours and the child preferred to go to school 
· The children's views were sought by the Social Worker prior to the meeting

[bookmark: _Toc37675573]7.16	As part of responding to the feedback from our children and young people an audit was undertaken to help understand how IROs prepare their children for their upcoming reviews.  A random sample of upcoming reviews for all IROs was selected with IROs identifying how they were preparing each of their children or young people.   The findings of this will be shared in the 2024-2025 Annual Report.
[bookmark: _Toc182574389]8.	Challenge and Escalation
8.1	Challenge and escalation are key aspects of the IROs role. Whilst the aim is always to work closely with the social worker and others there are times when it is expected IROs will highlight issues and concerns and escalate these to managers. This is typically where there is drift or delay or a disagreement about a child’s plan.
8.2	There were 18 formal escalations made by IROs during April 2023 and March 2024.  This number is low, as it reflects the relational approach of the service, whereby through working closely with social work colleagues, issues are identified and addressed at an early stage, reducing the need for formal escalation. Case records reflect a more complete picture of the input of IROs into monitoring children’s plans and addressing drift and delay. 
8.3	Whilst the low number of formal challenges recorded stems from Newcastle’s relational approach the Service did begin to explore the impact of this, and whether the approach taken was beneficial for children and effective at resolving issues. Over the year under review, it was evident that there were several children experiencing delay or experiencing some degree of dissatisfaction with the service provided for them. This highlighted a need for a change in approach, to ensure it is the experiences of children that are foremost in our work.  As such, it was decided late in the year under review that there was a need to step up the use of formal challenge where this was in the best interests of the child. It is expected that the use of escalation will increase significantly over the year 2023-24.
8.4	In most cases areas of dispute are clarified at an early stage and resolution is achieved. It is rare for escalations to go above Service Manager level and in almost all cases, disputes are resolved by the sharing of information and clarifying rationale for actions taken. Where there is delay in responding to the Case Discussion and Escalation Process this is escalated to the Service Manager for CSSU who will address it with colleagues in Social Care.
8.5	This might encompass delay in achieving key tasks around a child’s plan or in completing tasks to enable a review meeting to proceed within the child’s timescale. The system requires notified managers to respond within 5 working days and if the matter is not resolved it is escalated to the next person in the line management arrangement. In most cases the IRO will have already made Children’s Social Care aware that the IRO intends to raise a formal escalation as the key aim is to resolve the issue for the child as soon as possible. 
8.6 	The chart below sets out the reasons that the Case Discussion and Escalation Process (CDEP) was started for the months during April 2022 to March 2024.   An analysis of this data shows that drift and delay in the child’s plan is the main reason for the formal escalation process being implemented during the year by the IRO Service.  
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[bookmark: _Toc1551832386][bookmark: _Toc182574233][bookmark: _Toc182574390]8.7	Positively there has been no need to formally escalate any cases with Social Care due to an absence of the voice of the child during the year.












8.8 	Case Examples where CDEP has been used formally
Drift And Delay
A young person in our care was living in an unregistered placement for some time provided by an external provider with the plan for a permanent placement to be found.  This placement was reviewed on a weekly basis by senior managers and the IRO also attended these reviews.  In preparing for independence the young person had identified a wish to move away from the area to live.  Their view had been maintained for some time.  The Local Authority had made numerous searches for a placement without success.  There had been extensive discussions and informal challenges by the IRO.
The IRO took independent legal advice and was advised that a young person’s wishes must be respected if they have capacity.  When initiating the formal escalation the IRO fully acknowledged the efforts of the Local Authority in trying to meet the needs of the young person, taking additional advice about their needs etc but no permanent placement had been found and the delay was impacting the young person.    At this point the young person had been moved from his original placement at short notice to another temporary placement.  The young person did not wish to stay in this placement and maintained their wish to move out of the area.  
The IRO raised the formal escalation to seek clarity on the Local Authority plan for the young person and to share their view that the placement for the young person was not appropriate long term.  The impact of the delay was also highlighted.
The formal challenge was escalated to the Assistant Director and a meeting with key Children’s Social Work and IRO Staff was held.  The Assistant Director acknowledged this was an appropriate challenge due to the delay in progressing the young person’s plan.  A number of urgent actions were identified to support the progression of care planning.   The IRO accepted this was the right way forward for the young person and closed the escalation.  


Drift And Delay
Two children in our care living with connected carers.  The IRO was concerned that the children had experienced a number of changes in allocated social worker, including temporary workers which had been difficult for the children and the family.  This had also led to delays in care planning for the children including achieving their permanence plan.  There was a lack of care team meetings which meant the new social worker was unable to easily identify what actions and progress had been made in implementing the care plan.  
Family members reported to be unclear what was happening with the children’s plans and did not feel they knew who to contact due to the changes in workers.  Family Time was facilitated by an extended family member but they were no longer able to commit to weekly family time for the children and family members were unsure of how to address this.  
The children had changed school in line with their age but as care team meetings had not been held it was not clear if the school had been progressing their actions in the care plan since the last review.  The children’s care plan had not been updated for a year although things had changed for the children since that time.   There was no updated assessment to inform care planning and the plan for the children to remain with their carers through a Special Guardianship Order had not been progressed.  
The Team Manager acknowledged the lack of care team minutes and there had been some drift.   They responded to the escalation with a plan of action for the new social worker and very clear timescales for each action.  This had been discussed with the new social worker and the assessment had been started with clear expectations around completion.  The social worker had met with the family and is to arrange a care team meeting asap.  Family time was being reviewed to ensure all key family members were having regular meaningful time with the children and if any additional work was needed to support the children and family members with this.   
The IRO was able to see the social worker was is in the process of completing assessments with a view to secure them with their family via SGO.  The IRO was to arrange a mid-way meeting with the social worker to update on progress made and review again or for this to be brought forward when outcome of assessments and actions identified have been achieved.  The IRO accepted this plan for the children and closed the escalation.  

[bookmark: _Toc182573823][bookmark: _Toc323222824]Care Planning
[bookmark: _Toc182573825]Four children in foster care for 2 years with a plan of permanence for long term fostering.  Last child in care review held in September 2023 where the plan was for the current foster placements to be ratified long term.   The IRO was advised in January 2024 that the local authority plan had changed and there was a placement with parents assessment being progressed.  This had taken place outside of the review cycle and the IRO had not been informed of the change of plan.  The IRO was concerned that it appeared the children were not asking to return to their mothers’ care so s it was not clear why this change of plan was being progressed. The IRO appreciated there were complexities for the children and their family there was now a change in plan being progressed by the Local Authority following delay in implementing the agreed plan for the children.  
[bookmark: _Toc182573826]The Team Manager acknowledged the change in plan had not been communicated to the IRO and had just been made aware of this.  The Local Authority returned to court after the previous child in care review to seek authority to terminate contact for 2 of the children in line with their wishes in respect of their father.  At this point the Mother asked for the care order to be discharged.  The Local Authority agreed to undertake a placement with parent assessment, not because the Local Authority plan has changed, but to assess any progress made by mother and to review the family time arrangement.  The Local Authority was required to provide updated court statements and for the children to have an independent advocate to support them to share their views with the court.  The children's placements not being progressed to long term, due to a difficult period for two of the children where progression to long term matching has not been possible.   and we will need to see a period of stability for this to be progressed.  The Local Authority will therefore be exploring the longer-term options for all of the children.  
[bookmark: _Toc182573827]The IRO accepted the explanation of the Team Manager and closed the escalation.  




[bookmark: _Toc182574391]9.	Other areas of CSSU activity
[bookmark: _Toc60479292]Foster Carer Reviews
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9.1	The above table shows the number of foster carer reviews completed for each of the last 5 years. All foster carers should receive at least one review per year, and this informs decisions regarding their fitness to continue to foster. In 2023-24 88% of FCRs took place within timescale.  Almost all reviews were positive with any issues raised with fostering services and addressed. A small number of issues were identified, such as those identified though the LADO (Local Authority Designated Officer) process.
9.2	Whilst the reviews themselves were largely positive, there were difficulties with aspects of the process. This includes delays in receiving essential information, including views from carers, placing social workers, and supervising social workers. There were also delay by some IROs in the write up of some FCRs. At the time of writing a FCR Improvement Plan is in place, and it is our aspiration that the next annual report will be able to demonstrate improvements in these areas.  The Improvement Plan is being led by a Project Group from the IRO Service, Fostering Service with representation from Social Care.  Alongside this Plan a new compliance form has been implemented to evaluate the foster carer review process, measure progress, and identify and build on good practice.  The Improvement Plan aims to strengthen the whole foster carer review process including:
· Agree performance indicators to measure compliance and the quality of practice in undertaking foster carer reviews 
· Agree performance indicators and targets for measuring level and quality of engagement with foster carers in their reviews
· Strengthen quality and provision of information about the experiences of our children in care placed with foster carers from placing social workers
· Strengthen management oversight of Supervising Social Worker’s reports for foster carer reviews

9.3 	In preparation for the launch of the new FCR procedure and supporting templates training was delivered by the IRO Service and the Fostering Service.   2 sessions were delivered to 57 practitioners in Children’s Services in January 2024 at the time of the launch.  Feedback from the Workshops is contained at Appendix 2 of this report.
9.4 	As part of the new FCR procedure launch and implementation a new set of compliance monitoring and quality assurance activities were also implemented throughout the elements of the process from 22nd January 2024.  This has allowed the identification of challenges and success across the process and its constituent parts.  Whilst the data periods covered and the nature of the compliance monitoring and quality assurance activities are not directly comparable[footnoteRef:7] against previous data the analysis of the findings does evidence some significant improvements in practice.  This will be available in the report for next year.    Whilst there was limited Foster Carer feedback about their review experience between 22nd January 2024 and 30th April 2024 there was some exceptionally positive feedback about the IROs chairing the reviews.  This is contained at Appendix 3.   [7:  Initial analysis of performance covered period July-October 2023 and this updated report covers period January – May 2024 and the analysis undertaken over the 2024 period is more nuanced and provides an improved level of assurance rather than only compliance monitoring.  ] 

9.5 	Whilst the next Annual Report will contain a full year of data and analysis an interim report was prepared on progress of implementation for the Children’s Social Care Leadership Team in May 2024.  Whilst the data periods covered and the nature of the compliance monitoring and quality assurance activities are not directly comparable[footnoteRef:8] against previous data the analysis of the findings does This highlighted improvements in most areas of the process.  The performance detailed in 9.5-9.23 is for the time period of 22nd January 2024 and 30th April 2024 only.   [8:  Initial analysis of performance covered period July-October 2023 and this updated report covers period January – May 2024 and the analysis undertaken over the 2024 period is more nuanced and provides an improved level of assurance rather than only compliance monitoring.  ] 

9.6	86% of FCRs were held within 1 year of the previous review.  This is an increase from 76% on the timeliness in the previous analysis.  The delays are clearly recorded now as part of compliance monitoring and the 13% out of timescales were partially as a result of moving to the new system of 2 full time permanent FCR IROs and accommodating the dates in IRO diaries and legacy issues from previous reviews.   
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9.7	Supervising Social Workers 
9.8	85% of Supervising Social Worker's Reports were provided at least 2 working days in advance of the Foster Carer Review.  This was a very slight drop from 86% in the previous period but this is still a very high level of achievement. 
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9.9	85% of the SSW’s Reports were also shared with the foster carers in advance of the FCR and another 7% were shared on the day of the FCR.  70% of the Supervising Social Worker's report had been authorised by their manager at least 2 days prior to the FCR.
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9.10	97% of SSW Reports Very Effectively or Quite Effectively demonstrated how the foster carer had met the fostering standards since their last review. This is a new measure introduced since the new procedure went live and demonstrates the quality with which SSW are evaluating the quality of individual foster carer provision and standards 

[image: ]
Reasons where the report was not effective include where the SSW is on sick    leave and the report was completed by a duty SSW who did not know the carers.  
9.11	Foster Carers 
9.12	In 37% of the reviews the Foster Carer provided a written report in advance of the FCR as required and in another 13% they provided on the day of the review.  This is an improvement on previous findings where 13% were received in line with procedure and 11% on the day.  [image: ]
Those Foster Carers who did not provide a report for their Review cited a number of reasons such as:
· They were unable to open the template to complete
· They completed the report and sent it back but it was not uploaded on their file 
9.13	Feedback from FCRs for their Review 
9.14	 Foster carers completed a feedback form on their Review which is 9% of the reviews that have been held.  All of the foster carers who completed the feedback form felt included in their FCR.
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All of the Foster Carers who completed their feedback form also felt listened to throughout their FCR and there were no suggestions for improvement or any things they would like to be done differently.  
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9.15	It is important to note that 1 SSW was the SSW for 78% or 7 of the 9 reviews where the FC has completed a feedback form.  This is a significant level of success despite the issue with access to the feedback form.  There may be learning from this SSW’s practice that other SSWs could benefit from understanding.   Of those who did not provide feedback they cited some of the following reasons:
· They did not receive a link to the form to complete – CSSU Admin not sending the correct links to carers 
· They were unable to open the link to complete
9.16	Placing Social Workers 
11% of the placing social workers written reports were provided 2 weeks before the review, 36% did provide a report but not within 2 weeks as required and 15% provided an email rather than a report.  This is a slight improvement from the previous figure of 41% (only achieved after 2nd and 3rd requests to PSW) but the timeliness is improved.  
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9.17	In more than 50% of the placing social worker reports the analysis by the PSW Very Effectively or Quite Effectively reflected their professional assessment of the quality of care provided to their child living with the foster carer.  This is also a new measure and whilst showing some very good progress and quality it is a priority area for future work.
9.18	Children and Young People 
In 7% of the reviews there was a report from the children of the foster carers but this was not needed in 71% of the reviews as the foster carers did not have children or they are adults.
[image: ]
9.19	For 22% of the reviews there were reports from the child/children in placement with the carers about their experiences, views etc provided for the review.  This is more than 4 times the previous finding of 5% of reports received for the FCRs held for those children in foster care.  In 1 FCR 1 of the young people in placement attended part of the review so shared their views. 
[image: ]

9.20	Chairing the FCR 
In 98% of the FCRs the FCR Report was reassigned by the IRO to the Fostering Manager within 20 working days.  This is an excellent achievement and whilst there are no comparable figures knowledge of some previous practice highlights that this is a much higher level of timeliness than previously achieved.  
9.21	In 97% the Chair’s Foster Carer Review Report Very Effectively or Quite Effectively identified the achievements and success of the foster carer/s since their last review?  In 1% of the Reviews this was not applicable as this was the first FCR for the carer
[image: ]
9.22	In 99% the Chair’s Foster Carer Review Report Very Effectively or Quite Effectively identified the challenges the foster carer/s had faced since the last review [image: ]
9.23	In 98% of the FCRs the report was signed off and completed by the Fostering Team Manager within 2 weeks of the FCR.  This is an excellent achievement and whilst there are no comparable figures knowledge of some previous practice highlights that this is a much higher level of timeliness than previously achieved. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc1456740956][bookmark: _Toc182574392]10.	Private Fostering Arrangements (PFA)
10.1	During 2023-24 CSC decided to hold all private fostering cases within the two Frontline social work teams. This has meant that there is a concentration of knowledge and skill in this area, allowing for practice to strengthen and develop. There remains a dedicated IRO for Private Fostering, who chairs all PF Reviews. 
10.2	The year also saw the development of a closer working relationship with the Newcastle Unite Foundation, which now signs players as young as 14 years old. Young players are matched with host families, meaning that these children are living in private fostering arrangements. This has seen an increase in the number of children in PFA in Newcastle. 
10.3	During this 12-month period, nine children have been living in approved private fostering arrangements. Seven of these are current arrangements, whilst two have ceased. Three of the nine arrangements were related to Newcastle United Foundation. This is a significant increase from 2022-23 when there were only two children in PFAs. The number of children in PFAs is not monitored on a national basis, but local research has indicated that the current figure for Newcastle is in line with other similar areas. However, it does need to be borne in mind, that nationally the identification of children in PFAs is believed to be under reported.
10.4 	Audits undertaken have found that the procedures and practice for children in Private Fostering Arrangements in Newcastle are robust and promote safe care and positive experiences for the children. All arrangements were reviewed by the Private Fostering Lead IRO and the reviews found that all necessary plans and actions were being undertaken. The children were being visited as required under the procedures and the care provide to them remained of a good standard. The children’s voice was captured, and they were able to contribute to the assessment and review process.
10.5	There has been a significant increase in the number of children identified / referred as potentially being in PFAs. This was 20 for the year and the referral source is shown below.
[image: ]


10.6	Plans continue to raise awareness of PFA, and the responsibilities of parents, carers, and professionals and this includes reaching out to schools, health providers and making public information available in community spaces and online.
10.7	NSCP and CSSU updated its guidance and shared this across the partnership. The Partnership continues to offer training on private fostering. This will continue to be monitored and reviewed to build upon the improvement achieved over the last year.
[image: Large and small hands holding red heart]

[bookmark: _Toc1478783023][bookmark: _Toc182574393]11.	Summary 
11.1 2023/24 has seen: 
· Whilst we had an increase in the number of children with a CP Plan in Newcastle by the end of the year when compared to the previous year we responded collectively to the increase in CP plans starting towards the end of 2023 to understand any potential issues about threshold application but as the audit showed 100% of the plans were appropriate.  In addition we know the number of CP plans ending has reduced and we have some larger sibling groups that add to the overall numbers.  
· It could be hypothesised that the challenge to social workers and IROs around the level of our repeat CP plans may well have contributed to the reduction in the number of CP plans ending as we seek assurance that change is embedded and maintained prior to ending CP plans.  This has been a particular focus given more than a quarter (27%) of the CP plans starting during this year were for children who had previously been the subject of a CP Plan.   We continue to be higher than our statistical neighbours and the national rate.  
· Work to embed relational and restorative practice with a particular emphasis on the IRO service. For example, Child Protection Conferences are now being managed with a greater focus on relationships and working restoratively with families. The meetings start now by focusing on the child and family’s strengths, and the IROs encourage all services to carefully consider what they feel the risks to the child are, as opposed to practitioner worries. 
· We reached our lowest rate of children in our care for 5 years at 600 children.  This has made us lower than statistical neighbours but we remain higher when compared to the national rate.  There was an increase in the level of children who were reunified home of 10%.  This increase in reunification is part of our drive helping children leave care successfully, via reunification or returning to wider family members or networks.    
· In addition we had more children living in foster care (80.3% up from 76%) a higher percentage of our children who had been in our care continuously for 2.5 years living in the same placement for 2 years of more providing greater stability for the child.  It is anticipated that the new Foster Carer Review process and the voice of the carers and our children in this process will contribute to improved quality of care and retention of carers.  
· A strengthening of our ability to capture and hear the voice of the child along with improved performance management and oversight, that helps us reflect on our work and push for continuous improvement.   
· [bookmark: _Toc441243771]The implementation of the new Foster Carer Review Procedure, processes and templates has generally seen an improvement in all areas whilst also identifying the areas for further improvement.  
· Whilst the IRO Service has continued to develop a better understanding of our strengths, how we contribute to effectively safeguarding and improving outcomes for our children we recognise there is more work to do.  
· One of our key areas for work in the coming year is embedding Working Together 2023 and the Children's Social Care: National Framework. 



[bookmark: _Toc182574394]12. Priorities 
Given progress through 2023 – 2024 and based on a clear understanding of need we will continue to focus on the following four priorities in 2024 – 2025: 
· Priority 1 - Voice of the Child 
Outcome - The work of all IROs will be informed by a full understanding of the child’s lived experience, wishes and feelings. This information will underpin improved outcomes for our children and contribute to the improvement of the service provided by IROs and the CSSU.
· Priority 2 – People – This priority is directly linked to the Enabler: The workforce is equipped and effective[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Children’s Social Care: National Framework 2023 - Children's social care national framework (publishing.service.gov.uk)] 


Outcome – Children and young people will be safeguarded, and their welfare promoted through a robust, highly skilled, reflective effective IRO workforce with robust admin support working within a learning culture.
· Priority 3 – Practice and Systems – This priority is linked to the Enabler: Multi-agency working is prioritised and effective[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Children’s Social Care: National Framework 2023 - Children's social care national framework (publishing.service.gov.uk)] 

Outcome - Safeguarding children procedures and accompanying information reflect up to date processes, internal arrangements, and best practice in order to improve outcomes for our children.
· Priority 4 – Performance Management, Compliance and Quality Assurance
Outcome – Assurance is sought, evidenced, and challenged to demonstrate how the IRO service contributes to improved outcomes for our children and young people.
[bookmark: _Toc182574395]Appendix 1  -Snapshot of IRO contact with their children 
The following is key points that the IRO has recorded around their contact with their children.  All names have been removed to protect the identity of the child, young person, IRO, and carers



· 

[bookmark: _Toc182574396]Appendix 2 - Foster Carer Review Procedure Launch Workshops – Feedback from attendees
Please note the rating is out of 10 




Please tell us three things you have learned in this session: 


How will you use what you have learned in your practice?


Please comment on the training delivery 



What has been the most valuable thing about the session?


[bookmark: _Toc182574397]Appendix 3 - Foster Carer Review Feedback Direct Quotes January 2024 – May 2024 (names have been removed)



Delivery was mainly clear with plenty of opportunities for questions to be asked. It will be helpful to have the slides as a reminder of the process etc. 


Very good, clear, obviously a lot of work has gone into providing sensible solutions to an ineffective process


This was clear


Very Informative



Clarity on roles and responsibilities


Seeing the process


Hearing about how children are going to be more actively included within foster carer reviews



"This annual foster care review was a pleasure to be part of, the IRO, as always, highlighted all the positives from this past fostering year and made me feel valued as a foster carer. The IRO always checks that all the mandatory training has been completed and checks that I am meeting the fostering standards. (I tend to surpass these ha ha) "


"I have been on a break from fostering due to personal circumstances and therefore I had some outstanding training etc. This was discussed within the review but I didn't feel any pressure from the IRO who understood my situation. I thought the review went well and hopefully within the next 6 months I can get things up to date before I start fostering again."


"The IRO highlighted the level of care I have been providing and it was nice to have that recognition within my annual review. It was nice to have the positive feedback from my SSW and SW"


"felt like the IRO was really down to earth and understanding and realistic. I felt she understood how much hard work and stressful fostering can be. "


"I was listened to, was asked what I wanted to say or discuss, I was made to feel relaxed "


 “What a lovely review, It was great to hear the feedback from my SSW and the IRO highlighting what’s gone well and what I would like for the next fostering year etc. The IRO highlighted that all my training and paper work was up to date and we talked about further training highlighted within my PPDP. Thank you for a positive review”


"It was lovely to hear the feedback from SSW, SW and Team manager and that the IRO had made every efforts to get this information from the SW and had read through the CIC review report to get a better understanding for the child's views."



Children in Our Care -
31.03.24


600 Children in Our Care - down from 635 (31.03.23) 


Legal Status  - 
31.03.24


 Reason  for coming into our care - between Sept 23- Mar 24








57.5% are male


42.5% female


5-9 years old - 19.2%


10-15 years old - 44.3%


16 years+-  21.6%


77.9% CIC are of White Background


69.9% had a Full Care Order (up 3.9%)


10.7% under voluntary ‘Section 20’ arrangement (down from 15%)


12.9% had  an Interim Care Order (unchanged)


6.4% had a Placement Order (up 0.4%).


49% started to be looked after due to abuse or neglect


4% were unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC).


5% of new Children in Care were entering care for the second or subsequent time




















Our lowest rate in 5 years


Lower than statistical neighbours but higher than national rate 












Child in Care Reviews 


 Where I live - 
31.03.24


80.3% living in Foster placements, up from 76% (31.03.23)

















Permanence Plan -  Sep 2023 - Mar 2024


8% were adopted 


36% were reunified to their parents or to relatives (compared to 26% last year)


10.5% had more than 3 placements in 12 months in 2023-24. 


72% of children looked after continuously for 2.5 years have been in the same placement for 2 years or more, up from 66%. 		


This is an improving situation for our children. 





97.7% of children had their latest review within timescale - an increase from 2022-2023 levels


In the 6 weeks leading up to 31 March 2024, 82% of children had been seen by their social worker - an increase of 9% compared to the previous year


The higher rate of reviews in timescales is due to an increased focus on risk underpinned by a restorative approach in our practice 


This is in line with our focus and commitment to keep children with their family and friend network wherever safe and possible 


20% of children who left our care were subject to a Special Guardianship Order



Child Protection - 
31.03.24 


 Child Protection - 
Sept 2023-Mar 2024


There were 83 new plans per 10,000 children aged under 17 -  this is up from 71 in 2022-23

















Characteristics - 
31.03.24 


Children on CP Plans in Newcastle are predominantly White (77%)








398 children with a CP Plan in Newcastle - an increase from This 334 at the end of 2022-23


8 children had been on a plan for more than 2 years


The increase is following the lower numbers last year although we know that the numbers of plans ending has fallen and some larger sibling groups have contributed to the overall CP plan numbers.


83 is notably down from previous years (124 and 114 in 2018-19 and 2019-20)


This remains broadly in line with our Statistical Neighbours





Children aged 5 - 15 years represent the highest proportion overall at 62%


10% of the CP Plan cohort were aged under one












Child Protection - 
31.03.24 


 Repeat Child Protection Plans- 
Sept 2023-Mar 2024




















Length of Child Protection Plans- 
Sep 2023-Mar 2024 


This area of work is subject to regular audit to assist us with our understanding of what we need to do differently 





88% of children are placed on CP Plans due to emotional abuse and/or neglect





27% of the children starting a CP Plan had previously been the subject of a CP Plan


This is higher than last year at 25%


This is above the latest statistical neighbour and national comparators








This echoes similar trends across England


Of the children that ceased to be the subject of a CP Plan in the, 5% ended after a period of 2 years or more


This is an increase from 3% since last year


The majority (66%) of CP Plans lasted between 6 and 24 months


10% of plans ended after less than 3 months


90% of children had been seen in the previous 4 weeks


50% of those children had been seen alone








A Challenge and Support Conversation is held at the 14 month juncture to reevaluate the effectivenss of the Child Protection Plan 



N was very upbeat and happy to be joining the meeting. N was very clear that she wanted to focus the discussion on moving to her new home that had recently been identified. N was supported by J and S today. see minutes – April 2023 


K attended his review and shared his views and was spoken to outside of the review.  His views are recorded in the minutes of this report.  K told me he was happy and had no concerns or anything he wished to raise – April 2023 


Met T via teams with interpreter, social worker, and advocate present. T offered to speak to IRO alone but declined this offer. He fully engaged in his meeting and shared his views and asked questions when he was unclear - May 2023


L visited at home with J.  Spoken to with J and alone.  L advised she is happy and settled with and is able to see her mother and brothers when she wishes. L had no issues or concerns to raise – May 2023


All three children spoke with the IRO and also attended the review. No issues raised by them and all were aware the social worker was going off on maternity leave – June 2023


K attended all of her review and shared her views, wishes and feelings to inform future planning – April 2023


A seen at HMYOI.  He was chatty and happy throughout the meeting.  He hopes to be released following court or short sentence.  A understands my involvement will end when he turns 18 and agreed for me to make a referral for an advocate – May 2023 


E visited in her foster care placement.  E told me she is happy and likes living with N and family.  She said school is going well and she enjoys her family time.  E said there was nothing she was worried about at present – June 2023 


IRO visited C at home and we talked about how things are for her and about what she would like to see in her care plan – June 2023 


Part 2 of CIC review held in placement so children could join part of their meeting after school. I was able to spend some time with them as they wanted to show me their new bedrooms and were both chatty and telling me about school and their holidays etc – July 2023


Visit to see K in her new flat to obtain her views for her upcoming CIC review.  See IRO oversight report for further detail – July 2023


Visited E in placement to complete observations of E at home, and also spend time with E alone in his room playing games – August 2023


Visited B at placement to gather her views, wishes and feelings in terms of her Care Planning – August 2023


L attended her review at her carers' home and shared her views within this. She did not want to speak to the IRO separately – September 2023


I and F were spoken to by IRO separately both before and after the review meeting which took place in the home – September 2023 



L attended her Decision-Making CIC Review and shared her views, wishes and feelings – September 2023


K we talked during and after your review today. We agreed that your current school might not be the best fit for you and you have a plan about changing school next year. I was really impressed with how proactive you have been in contacting them – September 2023
2023


B attended his review today and participate in some of the discussions. He looked well and appeared happy - October 2023 


T visited at foster care placement and spoken to alone.  T was well presented in her school uniform & gave me a thumbs up when I asked how it was going living with K.  She was comfortable in her interactions with K & the other children - October 2023 


Met with K on her own prior to her review today, see minutes of CIC report for detail of views shared – November 2023


B spoke with IRO via TEAMS in advance of his CIC review, B managed this really well and shared some of his thoughts and things he wanted to ask in his meeting – November 2023


All three children were seen at home without their carer, all confirmed they were well and they did not have any issues, worries or concerns. All three children updated me that family time is not going well currently and parents are not attending – December 2023 


IRO visit to J in placement, I spent time with J prior to his CIC review and he provided his views – March 2024



Before the session how would you rate your knowledge/ skills / confidence in this subject? 

5.7


After this session how would you rate your knowledge / skills / confidence in this subject? (1 is low level of understanding and 10 is high)
7.7


Overall how would you rate the session? 1 is poor and 5 is excellent

4.5



Expectations of SSW expectations of Children's SW more information about how the process works overall.


rates for returned feedback which is unacceptably low 


that there is progress in terms of ensuring the quality of practice continues to improve for our children and young people. The work which has been undertaken by the services to improve practice, and how this is going to be reviewed. The number of foster carers currently registered at Newcastle. 



I will be better placed to ensure all the relevant information needed for reviews is provided


i will seek more feedback and record n supervision sessions to serve as a prompt if a carer is struggling to complete thier review feedback 


Share details and updates with social workers I am suppporting who have children in foster homes. 
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