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Purpose of the Report 
1. The purpose of this report is to provide an overview of the work, performance and 

achievements of the Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) Service for the period 1 
April 2012 to 31 March 2013 in accordance with statutory requirements outlined in 
the IRO Handbook (2010).  The report also includes recommendations for the 
Corporate Parenting Panel (CPP) and will be presented to the CPP on 29 
November 2013 in line with statutory requirements. 

 
2. This Annual Report has been broadened to incorporate the range of work carried 

out by the IRO Service, in addition to the statutory reporting requirements in 
relation to Looked After Children (LAC). 

 
Ofsted Recommendations in relation to the IRO Annual Report 
 
3. Following the Ofsted IRO themed inspection in January 2013 (see paragraph 84); 

the final inspection report highlighted a number of key findings and 
recommendations in relation to the IRO Annual Report.  These were that the 
Annual Report should: 

 
• focus more on outcomes rather than solely on activity or processes; 
• provide specific and explicit recommendations to the local authority in its role 

as corporate parent; 
• identify key priorities for the IRO service for the following year; 
• clearly show the impact that IROs have made on children’s progress; 
• be placed on the local authority website; and 
• demonstrate continuous improvement. 

 
4. In light of these recommendations, the Annual Report has been strengthened to 

reflect these changes.  This report and a children and young people’s version will 
also be made available on the DCC website once presented and approved by all 
appropriate parties. 

 
The Legal and Statutory Context of the IRO Role 
 
5. The role of the Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) is a specialist one which 

stands alone in the Local Authority. It is a role that may involve challenging senior 
managers and may require the IRO to seek legal remedies if the local authority 
fails in its duties’. (IRO Handbook 2010). 

 
6. Section 118 of the Adoption and Children Act (2002) introduced the statutory role 

of the IRO with responsibility for the process of reviewing children in care cases. 
Under this and the subsequent Review of Children’s Cases (Amendment) 
(England) Regulations (2004), local authorities are required by regulation to:  

 
• Appoint an IRO to review all looked after children’s cases. 
• Monitor the authority’s function in respect of the review. 
• Refer a case to the Children and Families Court Advisory and Support Service 

(CAFCASS) if the failure to implement the care plan might be considered to 
breach the child’s human rights (The Dispute Resolution Process). 
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7. All children in care, including those in adoptive placements prior to an adoption 

order being made, are covered by these regulations. 
 
8. The Children and Young Persons Act (2008) and the subsequent Care Planning 

Placement and Review Regulations (2011) developed the role of the IRO and 
introduced additional statutory requirements to monitor the performance of the 
local authority across its functions in relation to the child’s plan.  The Regulations 
are supported by specific guidance on the role of the IRO; The Independent 
Reviewing Officer Handbook came into force 1 April 2011.  The new duties and 
responsibilities for IROs include: 

 
• The IRO should be allocated for the duration that the child is looked after and 

should continue as the IRO if the child returns to care. 
• Visits to the child in advance of, and between, their reviews. 
• Visits to children’s placements if the looked after review is not held there. 
• Discussions with social workers in advance of reviews. 
• Additional meetings with other key professionals including the children’s 

guardian. 
• Attending planning meetings held in relation to the child, where relevant. 
• Reading court bundles and potentially attending court, if necessary or required. 
• Total independence from the line management of the cases they are 

reviewing, and from the decision making process about allocation of financial 
resources to those cases. 

• Where relevant, implement the Dispute Resolution Process (DRP). 
 
9. The IRO Handbook contains a statutory requirement that the IRO manager is 

responsible for the production of an Annual Report for the scrutiny of the members 
of the Corporate Parenting Panel (CPP).  

 
10. Working Together 2013 outlines the responsibilities of agencies in order to 

safeguard children. Within this there is a requirement following a Section 47 
Children Act 1989 investigation to hold an Initial Child Protection Conference. The 
guidance stipulates what is required at these meetings such as: 

 
• The Chair of the meeting is accountable to the Director of Children’s Services (or 

equivalent).  
• Where possible the same person should chair subsequent child protection 

reviews, should be a professional, independent of operational and/or line 
management responsibilities for the case and should meet the child and parents 
in advance to ensure they understand the purpose and the process. 

 
 Within Durham County Council this responsibility rests with the IRO Service within 

Planning and Service Strategy. 
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Responsibilities of the IRO in Durham 
 
11. IROs in Durham have responsibility for a range of functions as outlined below: 
 
Looked After Reviews (LARs) 
 
12. The IROs chair LARs for all children including those placed for adoption, those in 

Short Break Respite care, young people who are remanded into the care of the local 
authority and those children on care orders and placed with their families.  At 31 
March 2013 there were 667 LAC in County Durham. This comprised of 272 children 
on a care order, 57 children on an interim care order, 3 on remand or committed for 
trial or sentence and accommodated by the Local Authority, 120 on a placement 
order, 39 in respite care and 176 under Section 20 which is a single period of 
accommodation. 

 
Foster Carer Reviews 
 
13. The IROs chair foster carer annual reviews and disruption meetings for permanent 

placements. This is a separate statutory function under the Children Act (1989). 
Guidance and Regulations (2011), the National Minimum Standards (DfE 2011a) and 
the Fostering Service (England) Regulations (DfE 2011b) form the regulatory 
framework for fostering services in England under the Care Standards Act 2000.  

 
14. At 31 March 2013 there were 266 foster carers in Durham.   
 
Conference Chairs for Child Protection Conferences 
 
15. The IROs chair all child protection initial and review conferences and undertake 

quality assurance responsibilities to ensure this is carried out effectively.  At 31 March 
2013 there were 413 children subject to Child Protection Plans in Durham.  This is a 
separate statutory function under, ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children’ (DfE 
2013). 

 
Private Fostering Reviews 
 
16. The IROs chair reviews for children / young people who are placed in Private 

Fostering Arrangements.  In 2012/13, the number of reviews undertaken was 16.  
  
Secure Accommodation Reviews 
 
17. The IROs chair reviews for children who have been placed in secure accommodation 

for welfare reasons.  In 2012/13 one young person was placed in secure 
accommodation and had 2 Reviews within the year. 

  
Remands to Youth Detention Accommodation 
 
18. This responsibility is contained in new legislation, ‘Legal Aid, Sentencing and 

Punishment of Offenders Act’ (LASPO) that came into force on 6 December 2012. 
The local authority are charged with ensuring that all young people remanded under 
this legislation are deemed to be looked after by the local authority and independently 
reviewed by an IRO.  At 31 March 2013 there were 2 young people in Durham being 
reviewed under this legislation. 
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Disruption Meetings 
 
19. Disruption meetings are held by an Independent Reviewing Officer when a child’s 

permanent placement has broken down. The IRO’s undertake appropriate Disruption 
meetings for the purpose as below. 

 
The purpose of a disruption meeting is: 
 

• To enable participants to share information and feelings about the disruption 
• To identify factors that have led to the disruption. 
• To interpret the current needs of the child, the carers the birth family and the 

agency or agencies. 
• To formulate future plans for the child based on what has been learned from the 

disruption. 
• To highlight areas for development in policy and practice. 

 
The IRO service chaired 3 disruption meetings in 2013/14. 
 
The IRO Service in Durham 
 
20. There were 12 full time equivalent IRO posts in Durham at the end of the reporting 

year and all posts were filled by permanent staff.  Recruitment has been difficult in 
the past 18 months due to the lack of suitably qualified and experienced 
applicants.  The IROs in Durham have relevant and appropriate knowledge and 
experience. For example, the range of specialist knowledge and experience of the 
IROs includes social work team management, training, fostering, adoption, 
therapeutic services, safeguarding, and looked after services.  Retention of staff is 
good.  The majority of the IROs have worked in the Service for over 5 years.  

 
21. The IRO Service reflects the cultural diversity of County Durham and the IROs 

take culture and diversity issues fully into account. 
 
22. The Care Planning Regulations advise that the case load for each IRO should be 

between 50 and 70. The case load at 31 March 2013 for IROs in Durham was 114 
(looked after and child protection cases).  This is the third highest in the North 
East region of 11 other local authorities.  The IRO case load for Looked after 
Children (LAC) was 56 each.  This compares to around an average regional IRO 
case load for LAC, where the highest is 80 and the lowest is 40.  

 
23. The IRO Handbook states that ‘sufficient’ administrative support should be 

provided to the IRO in relation to the Looked After Review (LAR).  The ratio of 
administrative support to IRO in Durham is 0.9:1.  The level of administration staff 
varies across the region; the highest reported being 1.6:1 and the lowest being 
0.5:1.  The regional average is 1:1.  Regional variations exist in the level of 
administrative support offered to the IRO across the breadth and range of their 
roles and responsibilities. Each IRO is responsible for the management and 
supervision of one Administrative Officer. 

 
24. Care Planning Regulations require the IRO to have access to independent legal 

advice.  Reciprocal arrangements have been established between Durham and 
Darlington Local Authorities’ Legal Services to fulfil this duty.  As yet, these 
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services have not been used, which is due to the swift resolution to any disputes 
raised under the Dispute Resolution Process (DRP) by local authority Managers. 
(see paragraph 44). 

 
25. IROs are required to be independent of the line management of those responsible 

for case management and resourcing.  The Service is managed within Planning 
and Service Strategy and has no management or supervisory responsibility for 
staff within Children’s Care. 

 
Looked After Children in Durham Profile 
 
26. The numbers of Looked after Children continued to increase year upon year up to 

a peak of 725 in 2011/12, however, the numbers fell in 2012/13. On 31 March 
2013, there were 667 LAC in Durham including 39 in respite care. This shows a 
decrease from the previous year. 

 
  31-Mar-08 31-Mar-09 31-Mar-10 31-Mar-11 31-Mar-12 31-Mar-13 
Respite 69 67 64 70 46 39 
Other LAC 419 446 520 533 661 628 
Total LAC 488 513 584 603 707 667 

 
Source: SSID   
 
27. Whilst the numbers of LAC may appear high in Durham, the rate per 10,000 

population is low in comparison to the rest of the North East region. The rate in 
Durham was 66 in comparison to 76 in the North East. However, the rate in 
Durham was higher than the England average at 59.   

 
28. A summary of the demographic breakdown of LAC in Durham is shown in 

Appendix 3.  This highlights that of the 667 looked after children on 31 March 
2013, 174 (26.1%) are aged 4 and under.   

 
29. The majority of looked after children 96.1% in Durham are of White British 

ethnicity.    
 
30. In terms of legal status, 272 children were subject to a Care Order (Section 31, 

Children Act), 176 were subject to a Single Period of Accommodation (Section 20, 
Children Act), 120 were subject to a placement order, 57 subject to an Interim 
Care Order (Section 38 Children Act), 39 in respite care and 3 on remand or 
committed for trial or sentence and accommodated by the LA. 

 
Positive Outcomes for Looked After Children 
 
31. Each Looked after Child or Young Person in County Durham has an allocated 

IRO, which allows the IRO to build a relationship with the child or young person, 
monitor progress between reviews and address any delay in the child’s care plan 
in a timely manner leading to placement stability and positive achievements. 

 
32. The IRO monitors the child’s care plan between Looked After Reviews (LARs) and 

is informed of any significant events within the child’s life. This has led to positive 
outcomes.  For example, placement stability for Looked After Children (LAC) in 
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Durham has improved.  In 2012/13 the percentage of LAC with 3 or more 
placements (NI62) has reduced to 13.7% in comparison with 18.5% in 2011/12. 

 
33. In 2012/13 the percentage of long term children in the same placement for 2 years 

or more (NI63) increased to 62.6%, up from 60.1% in 2011/12. 
 
34. Looked after Children achieved positive results in educational attainment in 

2012/13 and exceeded every target set at Key Stage 1 and 2. 47.2% of the Year 
11 LAC reporting cohort achieved 5 A*-C GCSE’s against a target of 41.7%. 
Comparative reporting on previous year’s performance is not recommended due 
to the varying nature of the cohort and the specific needs that each child presents. 
For example, the number of children able to access Key Stage 4 varies from year 
to year due to their specific learning and development needs. A far more reliable 
indicator of performance is to measure against the target set. 

 
35. The percentage of children looked after for 12 months or more with dental check 

and required number of health assessments during the previous 12 months 
(former PAFC19) was a positive news story for DCC in 2012/13.  Our final 
reported performance as at 31st March 2013 was 86.1% against a target of 
85.0%.  A significant increase compared to performance as at 31st March 2012 
which was 70.4% against a target of 92.0%.  An increase of 14.6 percentage 
points between the two years. 

  
36. The IRO assists in ensuring children’s care plans meet their needs and are 

progressed in a timescale appropriate to the child, avoiding unnecessary drift or 
delay by providing close scrutiny.  In 2012/13 the percentage of children looked 
after under 10 years and placed for adoption increased to 16.8%, which is the 
highest over the last 6 years.  

 
37. In 2012/13, the percentage of children looked after who have been adopted was 

12.2%, which exceed the target of 11%. 
 
 
38. The IRO now completes exit reviews for all care leavers, and in particular, those 

eligible for leaving care services.  These exit reviews address young people’s 
independent support through their Pathway Plans.  In 2012/13, 98.9% of eligible 
children have a Pathway Plan, which exceeds the target of 94%.  

 
39. In 2012/13, 100% of all care leavers moved into suitable accommodation, which 

exceeds the target of 93%.  
 
40. In 2012/13, 82.4% of care leavers were in education, employment or training, 

which exceeds the target of 75%. 
 
Children subject to a Child Protection Plan in Durham  
 
41. The number of Children subject to a Child Protection Plan (CPP) has fluctuated 

over the past 5 years reaching a peak of 456 in 2012. However, the trend line 
shows in the graph below that the numbers were on a downward trajectory. 
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31 
March 
2008 

31 
March 
2009 

31 
March 
2010 

31 
March 
2011 

31 
March 
2012 

31 
March 
2013  

No. of Children subject to a Child 
Protection Plan as at 31 March of each 
year 214 290 447 443 456 413  
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42. Whilst the numbers of Children subject to a CPP may appear high in Durham, the 
rate per 10,000 population is low in comparison to the North East region. The rate 
in Durham is 45.5 in comparison to 53.6 for the North East although the rate in 
Durham is higher than the England average at 37.8.   

 
43. A summary of the demographic breakdown of Children subject to a CPP in 

Durham is shown in Appendix 3.  This highlights that 98.3% of Children Subject to 
a CPP in Durham are of White British ethnicity and three-quarters are 9 years or 
under. 

 
Quality Assurance and Management Oversight of IRO Work 
 
44. A thorough and detailed Induction Programme for all new IROs is in place when 

new members of staff join the service.  This involves an observation period, usually 
one month, where the new IROs will observe all members of the team whilst they 
undertake all aspects of their role.  There is a further one month period of direct 
support for the new IRO to begin undertaking meetings.  

 
45. The new IRO is fully support throughout their induction period and immediate 

feedback and weekly supervision is given.  The new IRO will begin to complete 
their work alone only once the Service Manager feels that the new IRO is ready. 
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46. Once the IRO is fully inducted, monthly supervision is provided, as well as regular 
informal supervision and group supervision taking place every other month.  The 
supervision programme includes two direct observations and one appraisal per 
year, in line with corporate requirements. 

 
47. A Career Pathway has been developed for the IROs and this is used within the 

induction process.  There is the opportunity to access CAS Workforce 
Development Training Programme, Corporate Training, LSCB Training, and 
Regional IRO Training. 

 
48. The IRO Service has worked closely with IT services in developing an IRO page to 

add to SSID.  This records all of the IRO activity and enables managers to 
scrutinise the performance of the IRO more thoroughly.  This includes the 
recording of all meetings the IRO completes with social workers and Children’s 
Guardians, monitoring meetings, pre-review visits to children, cancelled reviews, 
children who chair their own reviews, and the Dispute Resolution Process. 

 
49. Senior Managers within both Children’s Care and Planning and Service Strategy 

support the IROs and take steps to ensure that issues and challenges are resolved 
at the earliest possible stage without compromising quality and assurance of 
decision making.  Weekly and monthly monitoring performance reports are shared 
with Heads of Service and Strategic Managers as part of the quality control 
process and action is taken by using a partnership approach. 

 
 Dispute Resolution Process (DRP) 
 
50. All Local Authorities are required to have a Dispute Resolution Process (DRP) as 

per the Adoption and Children Act 2002 and the IRO handbook 2010. Where an 
issue of poor practice, or delay in the expedition of the child/young person's plan is 
identified, the IRO will escalate concerns to Local Authority management through 
the DRP, up to the highest level if needed. In Durham the DRP is an 8-stage 
process. 

 
51. Having a clear process in place prevents confusion and provides consistency and 

continuity for all practitioners to address any issues of concern regarding a 
particular case.  It also ensures ensure a clear audit trail. This process is used for 
any concerns covered by both the child protection and looked after cases. 

 
52. The DRP in Durham was amended to incorporate more stringent timescales of 20 

working days as per the new Care Planning Regulations and is reviewed on an 
annual basis to ensure that it remains fit for purpose for all parties. The tables 
below show the numbers of disputes dealt with in 2012/13 in relation to LAC and 
Child Protection: 
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Looked After Reviews – DRP’s 
April 2012 – March 2013 

 
 

53. The total number of disputes for Looked after Children in 2012/13 has risen by 26 
in comparison to the previous reporting year – from 93 in 2011/12 to 119 in 
2012/13. The vast majority of these (93.28%) have been resolved at Stage 1 and 
2.  This is positive in terms of good communication and swift resolution by local 
authority managers. No cases have been reported to CAFCASS.  

 
54. The process is also used to raise disputes in relation to child protection cases as 

below: 
 
Child Protection – DRP’s 
April 2012 – March 2013 

 
  Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Total 
Stage 1 1 12.50% 5 83.33% 6 42.86% 8 57.14% 20 47.62% 
Stage 2 5 62.50% 0 0.00% 7 50.00% 3 21.43% 15 35.71% 
Stage 3 1 12.50% 1 16.67% 1 7.14% 2 14.29% 5 11.90% 
Stage 4 1 12.50% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 7.14% 2 4.76% 
Stage 5 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
Totals 8   6   14   14   42 100.00% 

 
55. The total number of disputes in 2012/13 in relation to Child Protection cases has 

risen by 12 – from 30 in 2011/2012 to 42 in 2012/13. The vast majority of these 
(83.33%) have been resolved at Stage 1 and 2.  Again, as is the case with LAR 
disputes, collaborative approaches by local authority managers has led to the swift 
resolution of disputes without escalating through the various stages. No cases 
have been reported to CAFCASS as they have all been resolved by the local 
authority at Stage 4 or less. 

 
DRP Themes 
 
56. All disputes have been resolved and the majority at stage 1 and stage 2 which 

have led to better outcomes for children and young people e.g. children being 
delisted. However, DRPs are raised for three reasons; practice, resources and/or 
process.  The main themes raised this year for Looked After Children within the 
DRP process are: 
 
• practice issues that centre on poor or late reports; 
• lack of assessments, especially either core assessments or assessment and 

progress records; 
• failure to comply with procedures and processes 
• lack of statutory visits; and  
• failure to implement actions from Looked After Reviews.  

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Total 
Stage 1 5 45.45% 14 45.16% 16 39.02% 26 72.22% 61 51.26% 
Stage 2 4 36.36% 16 51.61% 23 56.10% 7 19.44% 50 42.02% 
Stage 3 0 0.00% 1 3.23% 2 4.88% 1 2.78% 4 3.36% 
Stage 4 2 18.18% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 2.78% 3 2.52% 
Stage 5 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 2.78% 1 0.84% 
Totals 11 100% 31 100% 41 100% 36 100% 119 100.00% 
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 The main themes raised in 2012/13 for Children subject to a Child Protection Plan 

within the DRP process are practice issues that centre on: 
 

• delay in assessments; 
• delay in the process of the plan; 
• lack of a core assessment that reflects the current situation; and  
• not sharing reports in the appropriate timescales.  

 
 This information is shared on a quarterly basis with Children’s Care Management 

Team and where appropriate, the Local Safeguarding Children’s Board (LSCB) (for 
example, late or missing multi-agency reports) and remedial actions are agreed. 

 
57. Although the DRP has led to positive outcomes and there is evidence of strong 

and robust working relationships within the Local Authority, it is a process which is 
continuously monitored and reviewed to ensure maximum efficacy. The next full 
review will take place in January 2014 and a new process involving wider partners 
is being developed working in partnership with the Local Safeguarding Children’s 
Board (LSCB). 

 
Outcomes for Children and Young People 
 
58. Quality Assurance processes such as the DRP and full induction gives the IRO 

Service the confidence and ability to work constructively with senior managers, 
offering a critical perspective and appropriate challenge to ensure that the best 
interests of children and young people are being met and they are safeguarded 
and their welfare promoted. 

 
59. The DRP challenges practice, process and resources and provides a framework 

for the local authority to address disputes in a constructive and timely manner. This 
will ensure that the social work service to the child meets required standards. 
Within the child protection context, cases have moved forward and children have 
been delisted as a result of the DRP process. 

 
60. The DRP informs the local authority of any themes that the local authority may 

need to consider developing strategies to address. This will provide a more quality 
service to the child. 

 
Looked After Children Management Information 
 
61. The number of Looked After Reviews (LAR) held in 2012/13 is shown in the tables 

below:  
 

 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 
Number of looked after 

reviews held 1434 1453 1577 1763 1940 
 

2187 
 

Source: SSID   
 
62. Of the 2187 LARs completed within year 2012/13, there were 25 reviews (1.1%) 

held outside of timescales.  The reasons for these included human error in 
calculating the wrong date, failure of the social worker to request a LAR within 
necessary timescales and failure to attend or provide a report.  
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Child Protection Management Information 
 
No. of Initial Child Protection Conferences 
Completed Per Year     
       

 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 
No. of ICPC's 379 386 602 644 773 644 
       
No. of Review Child Protection 
Conferences Completed Per Year      
       

 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 
No. of RCPC’s 763 751 1201 1482 1519 1427 
 
 
CP cases reviewed within 
timescale       
       

 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 
NI67 - Percentage of child 
protection cases which were 
reviewed within required 
timescales 

100.0 99.1 100.0 99.7 98.0 91.0 

 
63. Of the 1427 Review Child Protection Conferences completed within year 2012/13, 

there were 26 children’s reviews (6 Sibling groups and 6 Child Protection 
Conferences) held outside of timescales.  The reasons for these included 2 where 
there was a crisis within the family, 3 involving staffing illnesses and 1 where 
reports were not shared in timescales.  

 
64. Remedial action is in place to address the area of concerns raised around 

meetings being held out of timescales.  This includes the following mitigation:  
 

• Review dates are to be set at least 6 weeks before the absolute deadline to 
enable contingency planning if the review has to be deferred; 

• Escalation process tightened for deferred reviews to ensure Strategic 
Managers are made aware of these; 

• Issues raised with other agencies where reviews have to be rearranged as a 
result of partners failing to provide reports. 

 
Circulation of Decisions and Notes  
 
65. The combined figure is shown in the table below for 2011/12 and 2012/13.  There 

has been an overall increase in the Notes and Decisions sent within timescale 
when LARs and Child Protection Conferences are considered together. 
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Outcomes for Children and Young People 
 
66. Circulating notes, recommendations and decisions within timescales ensure that a 

clear record of what everyone involved in the child’s care plan is expected to do is 
shared in a timely manner.  This gives a message to older children and young 
people that what has been discussed at their review has been recorded and 
acknowledged and taken into account. Holding meetings within timescale is 
imperative to ensure children and young people’s needs are being met. 

 
 
Children, Young People, Parents and Carers Views 
 
 ‘The IRO’s primary focus within care planning is to quality assure the care 

planning and review process for each child and to ensure that the child’s 
current wishes and feelings are given full consideration.’ (IRO Handbook 
2010). 

 
 ‘Seek regular feedback from children, young people, families, carers and 

professionals about the difference the IRO has made to the lives of the 
children with whom they work.  This evidence should be collated by the local 
authority and used to drive improvement’ (Ofsted IRO Themed Inspection 
Report, June 2013). 

 
67. Following the implementation of the Care Planning Regulations each IRO has 

produced a contact slip that they give to all children and young people in care.  
This has resulted in an increase in contact from children and young people and 
their carers, in the form of telephone calls, texts and emails. When a child or young 
person comes into care, they are sent a letter from the IRO who has been 
allocated to them, which contains their contact information. 

 
68. Over the past 12 months the IROs have been working with the Children’s Rights 

Officer and the Children in Care Council to develop the children and young 
people’s consultation pack for LARs. An ‘Agenda Day’ with a group of young 
people took place in June 2012 by ‘Investing in Children’ to begin exploring this.  
The children and young people worked on the update and this has now been 
finalised and is currently in use.  

 
69. The IROs hold the Investing in Children Award. The assessment for renewal was 

completed due to the work undertaken as described above.  Over the forthcoming 
year, the IRO service plans to look at ways of collating the views of children and 
young people who are looked after about looking at ways to improve the IRO 
service including visual techniques and greater use of modern technology such as 
texting. 

 

Indicator 2011/12 2012/13 

Percentage of Decisions 
sent within 
timescale 

97.40% 97.93% 

Percentage of Notes sent 
within timescale 96.89% 98.63% 
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70. The IRO Service has a lead IRO who has been invited by the Children in Care 
Council, to attend their quarterly communication meetings.  This is an opportunity 
to share information and updates with the children and young people and to seek 
their views on an on-going basis, but it also gives an opportunity to listen to what 
the priorities are for the children and young people. 

 
71. The IRO Service in Durham fully involves children and young people 

representatives from the Children in Care Council in the recruitment of any new 
IROs.  This provides a very welcomed challenge in the recruitment process as the 
children and young people who become involved are very confident and will 
challenge and question throughout the process. Children and Young People have 
been involved in 2 recruitment episodes in the last year and this practice was 
identified and used as an area of good practice in the Themed IRO Ofsted 
Inspection in January 2013. 

 
72. The IRO Service provides young people with a paper after their meeting to ask 

what they thought about their Looked After Review. The return of the 
questionnaires is limited and asks for ratings against specific questions rather than 
open text questions. The limitations of this as a consultation method is 
acknowledged and is being reviewed in 2013/14 with more modern methods such 
as survey monkey and text messaging being explored. Nevertheless, the following 
feedback from children and young people was received in 2012/13 as follows:  

 
• Generally, children and young people report that they feel listened to through 

the LAR process and are able to contribute their views to the process. 
• The majority of children and young people state they receive information (e.g. 

decisions, copy of plans).  
• Children and young people state that they were helped prepare for the review, 

they were familiar with everyone who attended and it was conducted in a 
relaxed and friendly way.  

• Children and young people have a good understanding of why reviews are 
held, however, they have a lesser understanding of the review notes they 
receive and did not feel that they had a great influence over where the meeting 
was held. 

 
 Through the work with Investing in Children, specific quotes from children and 

young are: 
 
 “[IRO] has been great to work with and has really listened to us and 

respected our views. We are looking forward to working further with the team 
to make changes which will improve all looked-after young people’s 
experience of the care planning system. Looked- after reviews have always 
felt like ‘just a meeting’, as if we weren’t important in it but now through 
working with [IRO] we feel that all children and young people could become 
actively involved in their own care planning”. 

 
 

'When you are in review they [IROs] are your comfort'. 
 

'They [IROs] are canny mint'. 
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73. Further work is required in relation to the engagement of parents, carers, children 
and young people in the design of the service. Work will be undertaken in 2013/14 
to involve service users more and capture their feedback to improve the IRO 
service through the use of more modern feedback methods. 

 
74.  One of the most significant achievements for the IRO Service is the percentage of 

children contributing to their reviews.  Performance in this area has increased year 
on year since 2008/09 with this increasing to 100% in 2012/13. 

 
Children and Young People Contributing to their Looked After Reviews 
 

 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 
The number of children and young people 

who communicated their views 
specifically for each of their statutory 
reviews as a % of the number of 
children and young people who were 
looked after during the year for more 
than four weeks 

98.4% 97.7% 99.4% 99.5% 99.9% 100% 

Source: SSID 
 
Children chairing their own LARs 
 
75. The Care Planning Regulations challenge the IRO to explore all options for 

children to chair their own reviews.  
 
76. The feedback from the IRO themed OFSTED Inspection of the IRO Service in 

Durham highlighted that the IROs are using creative and innovative ways to 
engage children and young people in chairing their own reviews.  Information was 
requested and provided to inspectors about the methods used by the IROs to 
facilitate this, which was acknowledged to be good practice.  From April 2013 the 
IRO Service will have the facilities to record details of this event and will be 
reporting the data in the next Annual Report for 13/14. 

 
Children Contributing to Child Protection Conferences 
 
77. It was recognised that there was very limited involvement of young people within 

the child protection process. Work has been undertaken by the IROs and the 
LSCB to develop a system to ascertain young people’s views and a pilot 
commenced in April 2013 for a period of 3 months. The results of this pilot will be 
reported in the Annual Report 13/14. 

 
Partnership Working 
 
North East Regional IRO Managers Group  
 
78. This is a regional group of IRO Managers covering the 12 local authorities within 

the North East of England.  The group meet on a quarterly basis to share 
information, develop a regional training programme for the IROs, jointly work on 
new developments and report on the Regional Benchmarking.  This Group has two 
lead members that report common themes and priorities directly to the National 
IRO Managers Group, which then reports to the Department for Education. 
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Collaboration within Children and Adults Services (CAS) 
 
79. The IRO Service developed communication meetings with specific teams/service 

within CAS.  Each IRO has a lead on these Communication Meetings with the 
teams, e.g. safeguarding, looked after, fostering and adoption, and pathfinder 
teams.  These meetings are chaired by a Service Manager and are attended by 
the relevant team managers, IROs and service mangers for that area.  They are 
held quarterly to offer an opportunity to share information, discuss emerging 
themes and explore practice both within social work teams and the IRO Service.  
However, some are more successful than others. 

 
80. The IRO Service produces a quarterly report that is shared with Children’s Care 

and Planning and Service Strategy Management Teams.  Following feedback from 
Children’s Care Management Team in April 2013, changes have been made to the 
report to reflect this feedback.  The report will be continuously improved to better 
reflect outcomes. 

 
81. The IRO Service ensures a representative attends the Children’s Care Team 

Managers Events, which occur every two months.  This is an opportunity for the 
IROs and the social work team mangers to meet to share relevant key issues and 
current themes, although attendance has been restricted this past year due to 
workload pressures. 

 
82. The IROs attend joint training with social work team members. 
 
83. The Strategic Managers for Children’s Care and Planning and Service Strategy 

work closely and take a collaborative and partnership approach to resolving any 
challenges and disputes. 

 
Themed IRO Ofsted Inspection 
 
84. In January 2013 the IRO Service was one of ten local authorities across England 

included in a national themed inspection by Ofsted to look at the effectiveness of 
the IRO role. The aim of the themed inspection was to identify common themes 
highlighting good practice and possible areas for development.  The inspection 
took two days and involved the tracking and sampling of six looked after children’s 
cases.  There were meetings held with a number of groups including IROs, social 
workers, children and young people, parents and carers, CAFCASS representative 
and Head of Children’s Services. 

 
85. Feedback received was positive overall. Areas of strength identified included IRO 

practice, training and development, and engagement of children and young 
people.  Areas for development included the strengthening of quality assurance 
processes such as auditing practice.  An action plan has been developed and the 
following areas included: 

 
• Ensure the IRO quarterly and annual reports are fit for purpose and able to 

demonstrate the impact of the IRO on Children’s Care Planning.  
• Develop a team plan that demonstrates clear objectives, plans the work for the 

year ahead and is used as a tool to measure stated objectives.   
• Looked after Review decisions to be Specific, Measureable, Action Orientated, 

Realistic and Time-limited (SMART). 
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• Appropriate training to be identified for IRO’s to raise knowledge around 
disability issues for children.   

• Ensure the Dispute Resolution Process is consistent across the service.   
• Implement an audit process. 

 
86. A number of actions were achieved in the period between the end of the inspection 

and the end of the reporting year (February-March 2013). These included the 
development of a new quarterly and annual report format, creation of a new team 
plan, identification of training opportunities and preliminary work to develop a new 
questionnaire and ways of engaging with children, young people, parents and 
carers. Full progress against the action plan will be reported in the annual report 
2013/14. 

 
IRO Service Priorities for 2013/14 
 
87. There are a number of priorities for the IRO service over the next 12 months. 

These are to: 
 

• Explore further opportunities to seek the views and contribution of children and 
young people to help develop further improvements to the IRO service and how 
the process of looked after reviews can be improved. 
 

• Explore the contribution of parents and carers to their children’s looked after 
reviews and implement more effective ways of doing this. 

• Implement and review the themed inspection action plan. 
 

• Develop measures to prevent data breaches from occurring in the course of 
organising and co-ordinating child protection and looked after review 
conferences. 

 
• Introduce an audit programme of IRO performance to achieve a better and 

more consistent service. 
 

• Explore options of using resources more efficiently in line with the continued 
reduction in LAC figures. 

 
• Strengthen management arrangements within the Quality and Review Service 

through a restructure of the current management arrangements. 
 

• Implement the IRO responsibilities in relation to the Local Authority’s ‘Looked 
After Children Reduction Strategy’ and ensure that colleagues are supported as 
far as possible to achieve the goals of the strategy. 

 
• Raise the profile of the IRO service with elected members. 

 
• Ensure that health assessments and dental checks are fully recorded in the 

child’s LAR, and appropriately challenge when this is not done by Service 
Managers. 

 
• Scrutinise the care plan for children at home on care orders and ensure that 

there is an appropriate exit plan with timescales. 
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• Review the current Dispute Resolution Process (DRP) and work in partnership 
with the Local Safeguarding Children’s Board (LSCB) to develop and 
implement a new multi-agency DRP. 

 
• Undertake an audit of children subject to repeat child protection plans with 

LSCB colleagues and put in place improvement actions to address. 
 
 
Recommendations to the Corporate Parenting Panel 
 
88. In line with statutory requirements, the Corporate Parenting Panel are 

recommended to consider the following: 
 

i) Note the areas of positive performance, particularly in relation to outcomes 
for children and young people, engagement and participation and early 
resolution of issues within the local authority through a collaborative 
approach;   

 
ii) Explore options of supporting the IRO service to increase the numbers of 

children who chair their own reviews, how they can participate more fully in 
the review process by giving their view and improve the contribution of 
parents and carers to the LAC process; 
 

iii) Support the IRO service to raise its profile with elected members and 
partnerships to deliver better outcomes for children and young people. 
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Appendix 1:   Implications 
 
Finance                   None 
 
Staffing  As LAC and CP numbers fall, levels of staffing will be 

reviewed. 
 
Risk      None      
 
Equality and diversity/  
/Public Sector Equality Duty  IRO Service takes into account equality and diversity 

and ensures accessibility. 

Accommodation   None  
 
Crime     None 
and disorder    
 
 
Human rights  Compatible with Human Rights Act  
 
Consultation Child, young people, their parents and carers are 

routinely consulted but this will be improved in 
2013/14. 

 
Procurement  None  

Disability Issues    Taken into consideration within the Service. 
 
Legal Implications  Reciprocal arrangements are set up with Legal 

Services in Darlington Borough Council. 
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Appendix 2 
 
 
 
Numbers of children who were the subject of a child protection plan at 
31 March 2013 
   

  

Children who were the 
subject of a child 

protection plan at 31 
March 2012 

Rate of children who 
were the subject of a 

child protection plan at 
31 March per 10,000 

children 
England3 42,900 37.8 
North East3 2,800 53.6 
Darlington 91 39.7 
Durham 456 45.4 
Gateshead 181 45.0 
Hartlepool 124 60.9 
Middlesbrough 254 80.0 
Newcastle upon Tyne 374 69.3 
North Tyneside 164 40.7 
Northumberland 205 33.4 
Redcar and Cleveland 163 58.7 
South Tyneside 155 52.4 
Stockton-on-Tees 273 64.6 
Sunderland 376 68.6 
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Appendix 3 
Looked After Children (Including Respite) as at 31-Mar-13 

Legal Status / Age 
Group 

Ethnicity 

Grand 
Total 
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Care Order 
(a) Under 1yr           1     1 
(b) 1-4yrs 2         10     12 
(c) 5-9yrs           69   1 70 
(d) 10-15yrs     1 1 1 127     130 
(e) 16-17yrs       1   58     59 
Sub Total 2   1 2 1 265   1 272 

Interim Care Order 
(a) Under 1yr           16     16 
(b) 1-4yrs           18     18 
(c) 5-9yrs           11     11 
(d) 10-15yrs           12     12 
Sub Total           57     57 

On Remand or Committed for Trial or Sentence and Accommodated by LA 
(e) 16-17yrs           2   1 3 
Sub Total           2   1 3 

Placement Order 
(a) Under 1yr           8     8 
(b) 1-4yrs           66 3 1 70 
(c) 5-9yrs           38     38 
(d) 10-15yrs           4     4 
Sub Total           116 3 1 120 

Respite 
(b) 1-4yrs           1 1   2 
(c) 5-9yrs           3     3 
(d) 10-15yrs           26     26 
(e) 16-17yrs           8     8 
Sub Total           38 1   39 

Single Period of Accommodation (Sec 20) 
(a) Under 1yr     1     20     21 
(b) 1-4yrs     1 2 1 22     26 
(c) 5-9yrs     2   1 24   1 28 
(d) 10-15yrs 1 1       58   1 61 
(e) 16-17yrs 2         37   1 40 
Sub Total 3 1 4 2 2 161   3 176 

Grand Total 5 1 5 4 3 639 4 6 667 
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Email-qrt@durham.gov.uk 
 

Phone-03000 268296 

Children Subject  to CPP as at 31 March by Age Group and 
Ethnicity   
        
Age Group Ethnicity Total Percentage 

Any 
Other 
Ethnic 
Group 

Mixed 
Race 
African 

White 
British 

White 
Irish 

White/Other 
Background 

(a) Under 1 
yr   56  1 57 13.8 
(b) 1-4yrs 2  123 1  126 30.5 
(c) 5-9yrs  2 125   127 30.8 
(d) 10-15yrs 1  95   96 23.2 
(e) 16-17yrs   7   7 1.7 
Total 3 2 406 1 1 413 100.0 
Percentage 0.7 0.5 98.3 0.2 0.2 100.0  
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