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1.Purpose of report  

1.1 To provide information on the role of the Independent Review Officers and update 
on the Statutory Review Services activity for Children Looked After. 

2. Summary  

2.1 The Independent Review Officers’ (IRO) service is set within the framework of the 
updated IRO Handbook, linked to revised Care Planning Regulations and 
Guidance which were introduced in April 2011. The responsibility of the IRO has 
changed from the management of the Review process to a wider overview of the 
case including regular monitoring and follow-up between Reviews. The IRO has a 
key role in relation to the improvement of Care Planning for Children Looked After 
(CLA) and for challenging drift and delay. 

2.2 The team also leads on Children’s Participation, Quality Assuring Foster Carers 
and monitoring and tracking all CLA. 

2.3 The Eastern Safeguarding Project on care planning identified both positives and 
areas for development for the IROs and we are actively taking these forward with 
more robust tracking and challenge.  

2.4 The increase in the CLA population has led to higher caseloads but IROs continue 
to monitor those cases highlighted as at risk of drift and used the escalation 
protocol effectively, managing the greater number of escalations at the Practice 
Manager/Group Manager level, which leads to a quicker resolution of the issue. 

2.5 The Children in care Council continues to go from strength to strength and had a 
very busy and productive summer.  The development of a Junior CHICC for 7-11 
year olds is underway with a focus on fun events linked to consultation. 

2.6 Peer mentoring is available through the CHICC and younger Deputies are being 
supported by their peers to develop their skills. 
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2.7 The Eastern Region Corporate Parenting Event is to be held in November and 
some members of the CHICC will be attending. They have also attended the APPG 
on CLA and Care leavers and are planning to attend a Children’s Rights event in 
October 

3. Financial Implications 

4.1 There are no additional financial implications in respect of this report. 

4. Equalities Implications 

5.1 Children in care are some of the most vulnerable people in the county.  The role of 
the statutory review service is vital in ensuring that their needs are prioritised and 
met. 
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The Contribution of Independent Reviewing Officers to Quality Assuring 
and Improving Services for Children in Care  

Purpose of service and legal context 

The Independent Review Officers’ (IRO) service is set within the framework of the updated IRO 
Handbook, linked to revised Care Planning Regulations and Guidance which were introduced 
in April 2011. The responsibility of the IRO has changed from the management of the Review 
process to a wider overview of the case including regular monitoring and follow-up between 
Reviews. The IRO has a key role in relation to the improvement of Care Planning for Children 
Looked After (CLA) and for challenging drift and delay.  

During the year 2010/11 the Eastern Safeguarding Project on Care Planning highlighted the 
need for the IROs to be more robust in their challenge of the Local Authority with regard to drift 
and delay in permanence. Nationally the IRO service continues to be scrutinised through DfE 
and with direct involvement of the Children’s Minister, Tim Loughton, who stated that: 

 

What are we doing about it?  

IROs are involved in tracking cases through the review and their monitoring but audit 
would suggest that they are not recording this in sufficient detail on ICS – All IRO 
involvement must be recorded on ICS and any actions identified SMART and all areas of 
delay to be escalated through the Escalation Protocol 

The Service has seen a change of Management within the 12 months with the devolving of the 
Policy, Practice & QA group. The Unit now sits with the Child Protection Unit under Business 
and Performance and has been renamed the Child Protection, Statutory Review and 
Performance Service. A second Group Manager will be in post in September 2012. 

Independent Reviewing Officer Annual Report 
2011/12 
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…….the IRO is the eyes and ears of the LA 
especially lead Members CE and DCS, They 
need to be more visible and more vocal. 
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Quantitive information about the IRO service 

The IRO team is made up of 13.1 FTE (Full Time Equivalent) staff at M3. This equates to 14 
IROs, 11 working full time and 3 part time 

The Team has remained stable with only 1 change in staffing in the 12 months; this has led to 
continuity of IRO for many children. During the year there have been 3 periods where an 
alternative IRO has been involved causing some change young people – 2 LT sickness and 1 
IRO covering 2 days CP for 4 months. 

In terms of diversity we have a mix of male and female IROs but not at the same level as the 
CLA population which averages 45%/55% girls and boys. We have: 

• 1 IRO from a BME background 
• 2 IROs with specialist disability experience 
• 1 IRO undertakes about 75% of all Unaccompanied Asylum Seekers (UAS) cases, as 

this ensures knowledge of the area. 

A total of 1,511 children have been through the system in the 12 months 

A total of 2,838 reviews were held in the year 

A significant number of older children reached 18years whilst there has been a steady and 
appropriate increase in the number of younger children coming into care. 

Nationally the average caseload for an IRO remains well above this recommended level with 
caseloads between 50 and 120 identified in a recent benchmarking survey. The size of 
caseload alone does not indicate the workload for each IRO; this is also based on the number 
of Out of County placements (between 25% and 35% over the 12 months) large family groups, 
disability and UAS. 

 CLA population over 12 months  

!  

CLA Population

1104 1096

1075 1068 1065
1050

1041 1034
1025

1048
1061 1065

980

1000
1020

1040
1060

1080
1100

1120

May-
11

Jun-
11

Jul-
11

Aug-
11

Sep-
11

Oct-
11

Nov-
11

Dec-
11

Jan-
12

Feb-
12

Mar-
12

Apr-
12

!  5



As the CLA population has fluctuated over the period from over 1100 to slightly over 1000, 
caseloads have varied between 75 and 95. This is set against a recommended 50-70 within 
the IRO Handbook.  

!  

IROs average between 20 - 30 Reviews in any given month, a mix of first Reviews and 
subsequent Reviews. First Reviews are all booked by Brokerage Accommodation Team into a 
surgery either at Farnham House or Apsley. Although this is not always the most child friendly 
environment, it does ensure that an IRO is available within timescale and also acts as the 
allocation process for new work. 

IROs undertake a number of additional tasks and this year have begun to represent Children’s 
Services on MAPPA Level 2 Meetings. We are working towards continuity on this but have 
highlighted that each MAPPA meeting can take 2 full days out of the IRO working time for 
preparation, attendance and follow up without any significant reduction in caseload. 

IROs have also represented the service on a number of strategy groups including Learning 
and Development, Equalities Action Group and Housing Strategy. 

Disruptions of long term placement and pre adoption placements are carried out by IROs. A 
report on the issues these meetings have identified in terms of themes and learning will be 
available in September 

IROs also offer return interviews for children missing from care where it is felt beneficial to 
have an independent overview of the missing episode 

Within the Service also sits the Participation Team and IRO Fostering/ Regulation 33, reports 
from both these services are attached (Appendices 1 and 2) 
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Advocacy Service – NEW SERVICE  

Responsibility for the Contract Management of the Advocacy Contract for children sits within 
the Team. This has been through a tendering process and a new provider, NYAS (National 
Youth Advocacy Service), will be in place in September. 

A new service providing Independent Visiting for Unaccompanied Asylum Seekers was 
commissioned from the Refugee Council and this is managed by the Participation Officer. Both 
this service and the in-house Independent Volunteer scheme will transfer to NYAS in 
September. An analysis of the Refugee Council Project is attached. 

This new Service is based on the 
‘Best Value Principles’ 

Qualitative information about the IRO service 

Final outcome in respect of timeliness 

!  

This figure relates to the rolling year with definition from 903 returns. 

On a month on month basis 97% of reviews were held within timescale, out of 2,838 Reviews 
held within the year. 

The majority of late reviews are first reviews where the notification has not been received at 
Brokerage. The key issues in relation to this are 

➢ Placements with Connected Persons not recorded as Section 20 (S20) 
➢ Mother and Baby placements where Court have made an Interim Care Order (ICO) 
➢ B and B accommodation for homeless 16/17 year olds where S20 is backdated  
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What are we doing about it?  

Reminders are frequently sent to PM that ALL placements must be made through the 
Brokerage Team. 

IROs and Brokerage do work together to avoid these situations and IROs undertake a number 
of 2 part reviews to start the process off within timescale and then complete within 20 days. 

Targeted Youth Service (TYS) have had some difficulties in this area, often due to the fact a 
young person will have been provided with temporary accommodation, which, when heard at 
HARP (Herts Access to Resources Panel) is directed to be under S20. 

The 903 outcome for participation was 97.5% and increase over the previous years 94.7% 
There has been a steady increase in young people attending their reviews and positively 
participating in them. IROs have been told to actively seek the views of children who do not 
wish to attend their reviews and to see what would assist in getting them there. There have 
been a number of cases where the IRO has supported the young person in chairing their own 
review or setting their own agendas 

Viewpoint on-line has been introduced, initially to the CLA Teams but now to all children aged 
7+. There has been a 20% take up of Viewpoint and the aim is to increase this to 50% over the 
next year. 

What are we doing about it? 

Viewpoint log-in details are sent to the young person 4-6 weeks before the review.  

Social Workers, Carers and IROs need to be robust in reminding and supporting young 
people to complete Viewpoint 

Direct participation, through a Participation Assistant is still available to younger children and 
children with speech and language difficulties. 

The IRO Handbook makes it an expectation that the IRO will meet with the child prior to the 
Review meeting or as part of the process. In their feedback after the review of the young 
people who respond – around 25% each month- 80% say they meet with the IRO whilst 60% 
feel that their views were considered. IROs to record on ICS when they have met and 
spoken to the young person 

In terms of preparation for the review, the Guidance indicates that the Social Worker (SW) 
should meet with the young person 4 weeks before the review to consider what areas the 
young person wants to discuss/not discuss, who should attend and where review should take 
place. This discussion should then form the basis for the discussion between the IRO ands SW 
prior to the review. Our audit shows that this is happening; confirmed by feedback forms form 
young people. However the issue of venue continues to cause difficulties as there appears to 
be little consideration for alternative venues with 60% of reviews being office based. 
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What are we doing about it?  

➢ IROs to evidence on ICS when they have spoken to the SW and if this has not 
happened why 

➢ IROs and SWs to consider robustly the venue for the next review rather that 
assuming current venue is suitable/appropriate 

Parents’ active participation has improved with an average of 70% of parents being involved in 
reviews either through attendance, completing a consultation booklet or meeting the IRO 
separate to the review meeting. 

Distribution of completed review Outcomes and reports does not always meet the required 
timescale with around 40% being completed within 20 working days of the review. IROs have 
been developing a process to allow the Practice Manager the option of seeing the Outcomes 
and commenting before the Review is finalised. This became an issue when information 
shared in the review, and recorded by the IRO should have been restricted prior to distribution. 
Feedback has been generally positive from Practice Managers. 

What are we doing about it? 

All IROs to ensure Outcomes are available to Practice Managers in 5 days and that the 
Review is not finalised until Outcomes agreed. 

There continue to be significant delays in relation to completing reviews on ICS.  
At the end of the year there were: 

➢ 86 cases without a Pre-Meeting Report (PMR) 
➢ 80 Awaiting Outcomes (47 out of timescale) 
➢ 34 Awaiting Minutes (26 out of timescale) 

It was hoped that separating the PMR from the Outcomes/Chairs Report would reduce this 
issue but unfortunately the functionality of this has not been successful so the reports remain 
linked. 

What are we doing about it?  

IROs to put Outcomes and Reports on ICS in Word if PMR not completed 
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Conduct of the Organisation in relation to the Review 

Areas for consideration include: 

97% of reviews take place within the statutory due period. The definition of this changed from 
28 days to 20 working days which in a few circumstances caused some confusion. However as 
stated above the majority of late reviews are due to lack of timely notification to Brokerage 
Team for a review to be booked in timescale. 

IROs complete over 30% of their first reviews in a series of meetings to ensure we meet 
timescale. 

Subsequent reviews are booked in timescale leaving some flexibility in the time for change. 
Less than 1% of second and subsequent reviews were late due to changes of personnel or the 
circumstances of the young person/carer (bereavements, holidays etc). In most cases 
undertaking a 2 part review and adjourning it has been the best way forward. 

Young people report in their feedback that they feel satisfied with the level of support from their 
SW in preparation for the review (other than venues). Unfortunately this preparation does not 
always get recorded either on ICS or in the PMR 

What are we doing about it? 

SW to ensure recording of preparation discussions are available to the review 

Families are often well prepared but the sharing of reports prior to the review continues to be 
adhoc with some excellent practice in some areas. Engagement with parents especially where 
the child has limited contact is essential to planning for the child as we are aware that between 
14 and 19 most young people will make attempts to meet with family members. The use of 
Social network has increased this and we need to ensure that this is monitored and safe for 
young people. CHICC (Children in Care Council) undertook a piece of work on social 
networking and all staff should have received advice on how to manage this safely 

The PMR is not a user friendly form! Sharing this with a young person or their parents often 
causes to confuse rather then explain. Young people have asked if it would be possible to have 
just a single page report with the key areas for discussion laid out in easy to understand 
language. Likewise the increase in use of the child friendly Care Plan has helped children to 

➢ Timeliness of reviews 
➢ Preparation of young person/family for the review 
➢ Preparation of PMR 
➢ Quality of PMR/Care Plan and SW presentation to the review 
➢ Management oversight 
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understand what is happening and why. CHICC and SWs to develop the child’s report to 
the Review. This should be based on the discussion between the SW prior to the review 
but cannot be in place of the PMR 

Similarly IROs need to ensure that the Outcomes and Report are accessible to children and 
parents. Often a separate letter is sent with the outcomes and clarifies the what/who/when 
questions 

IROs continue to review the written care plans and comment on the quality in the review. The 
increase in use of the child friendly plan has been helpful but this needs to be extended into 
the SLFS teams (Safeguarding Locality & Family Support) as well as CLA where it is well 
used. It has been of concern that the quality of some care plans, particularly for older children 
new to the care system are of a poor standard and key areas such as health and education 
have not been addressed. 

When any part of the plan is Adoption the IRO will check this box on ICS. Some workers have 
asked for this not to happen, however to ensure that we are tracking cases and to reduce drift 
it is essential that the Adoption process starts as early as possible. 

The revised Guidance states that Managers must consider the Outcomes from the Review 
before they are finalised. This is due in part to the need to ensure any resource implications 
have been addressed through HARP. Once the Outcomes ore completed the PM has 5 days to 
respond. The IRO will e mail or ICS Alert the PM to the fact the Outcomes are available. If 
nothing is heard in the 5 days the IRO will finalise the reports in preparation for distribution. 

The completion of the Invitation Template by SWs has declined in the year with less than 70% 
being completed. The impact is that the carers and parents are not sent the Consultation 
format to complete. The child’s consultation booklet for under 8yrs will also not be sent 
reducing the opportunity for us to gain their views (older children receive their Viewpoint log-in 
4-6 weeks before the review) 
The impact for the Team is that they are then responsible for the circulation of the completed 
reports. 

Problem resolution and escalation 

The cases of concern process was put in place to both record escalations to Senior Managers 
as well as looking at those cases resolved at a lower level between IRO/Practice Managers/
Group Managers. 

In total 269 cases have been raised by IROs with the biggest majority being dealt with at SW/
Practice Manager level. 

➢ Areas escalated have included 
➢ Drift and Delay including Policy and Procedures not being followed 
➢ Paperwork incomplete 
➢ Statutory duties not fulfilled (Health Assessments, Visits etc) 

Education issues 
➢ Lack of Management oversight 
➢ Transition 
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25 cases were referred to Group Manager level, again the majority of these cases related to 
drift and delay but also performance of individual workers 

5 cases were escalated to Heads of Service.  

Any resource issues that are putting at risk the delivery of a quality service 
for CLA 

The IRO role is not to identify the Resources needed to meet a young persons needs but to 
ensure that those resources utilised match the needs of the young person and are of a high 
quality. 

IROs will challenge when the placement fails to address needs and referrals are made to 
Fostering IROs for reviews in some cases 

The processes involving HARP have improved as has the communication between IROs and 
HARP through the sharing of the minutes. The agreed process where a resource issue is 
identified is that the case should be presented to HARP prior to the review to ensure that all 
resources are in place. 

The issue relating to a move from regulated to unregulated placement has been discussed and 
it is clear the IRO should be made aware immediately there is any suggestion that the young 
persons plan is such a move 

Annual work programme of the IRO service  
(i.e. priority areas for improvement and action in the IRO service in the 
coming year.) 

The Children’s information booklet was updated this year into The Really Useful Book which 
has been well received. 

Information packs are given out at first reviews and IROs carry Complaints and Advocacy 
information to give out when required. 

Areas for improvement are the completion of ALL reports within timescale; the target is missed 
due to individual performance which impacts on the team.  

Disability cases have reduced but IROs are aware of the need to ensure children have access 
to speech and language support to allow them access to their reviews 

IROs regularly refer children to Voice for individual advocacy 
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Examples of Children’s Views/quotes  

!  
 

I think everything is 
just fine because my 

requests were answered
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I think my IRO is 
awesomeness and I like 
the new social worker.



Overview and Summary  

The Eastern Safeguarding Project on care planning identified both positives and areas for 
development for the IROs and we are actively taking these forward with more robust tracking 
and challenge.  

Keeping ICS up to date has continued to be a challenge; mid year we had hoped that 
separating the SW and IRO reports would resolve the timely recording of reviews but technical 
hitch meant this did not happen. We constantly review the completion of Outcomes and Chairs 
reports. 

The IRO service has worked with Brokerage, The Academy, Targeted Youth Services and all of 
the Area SW Teams to improve the timeliness of reviews and this has been successful in 
increasing the number of reviews in time, although still short of our target.  

The increase in the CLA population has led to higher caseloads but IROs continue to monitor 
those cases highlighted as at risk of drift and used the escalation protocol effectively, 
managing the greater number of escalations at the Practice Manager/Group Manager level, 
which leads to a quicker resolution of the issue 
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APPENDIX 1  

Annual Report April 2011 – March 2012 

Participation 

In this period we successfully recruited a participation worker (Mark Hinton) and await the 
arrival of our new care leaver apprentice, Sarah Dodds. Jo Jacobs continues to provide direct 
consultations with children and young people prior to reviews and to support the work of the 
CHICC particularly consultation events with younger children.  

1. Children in care council 

The Deputies  

The Deputies (the group of young people who steer the CHICC) met monthly throughout the 
period and have helped to organise open forums, attended joint meetings with Senior 
Managers and come up with lots of ideas for new projects. The Deputies are felt to be a good 
representation of the care population ranging in age from 13yrs to 21yrs and coming from all 
parts of the county as well as those with experience of being placed out of county and those 
from Black and Minority Ethnic backgrounds. In this period the number of Deputies has grown 
to 13 and we have welcomed 2 new members with disabilities and 2 new members who have 
a residential background. The new additions have really helped enrich the work of the Children 
in Care Council.  

Two members of The Deputies attended the Children’s Services Panel meeting in February 
2012 and outlined their expectations of corporate parents. Their 10 themes now form the basis 
of the Corporate Parenting Strategy. 

The Deputies also attended 2 regional CHICC events, where they shard good practice with 
other young people.  

Events 

Four open forums were held. The purpose of the open forums is to listen directly to the voices 
of young people. Senior Managers and the Lead Member for children’s services joined other 
staff at these events and took part in discussions. 
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All the events were evaluated very positively by the young people  

!  

I liked getting to 
know people

I enjoyed having a 
group discussion 
and having fun at 

the same time 

I enjoyed the high 
ropes. Really fun 

and exciting 

I’d love to do it again 
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In addition to the open forums, 2 consultation events were held with younger children aged up 
to 11yrs. One event was held in the February half term 2012 with 4 children in the East of the 
county and the second was in the Easter holidays in the West with 5 children. The sessions 
were run in conjunction with Courtyard Arts who provided fun art activities whilst Participation 

Event
Nos 

young 
people

Topic
Outcomes as a result 
of listening to young 

people

April 2011 

Street dance and circus 
skills 

32 The best way to 
get young people’s 
views prior to 
reviews

Piloting and roll out of 
Viewpoint Interactive 

August 2011 

Cresta run

21 Facebook and 
social networking 
sites

Procedure note in 
place saying that 
young people in care 
over 13yrs should 
have access to 
Facebook and other 
social networking sites 
in the same way as 
their peers do, with 
appropriate safety 
measures in place

November 2011 

Drama games, circus 
skills, art workshop 

35 What could 
improve the 
journey through 
care?

Workers were told that 
belongings should be 
collected within one 
week and that contact 
numbers for siblings 
should be given 
without delay. 

The Deputies are 
making a DVD for 
young people when 
they come into care.

February 2012 

High ropes, caving, 
climbing

25 How can we 
improve 
educational 
outcomes? 

How can we 
improve the Herts 
Awards?

The Deputies are 
helping to plan Herts 
Awards 2012. 

The Deputies will help 
to train designated 
teachers and produce 
a flyer to go into 
schools and attend the 
designated  teachers 
conference in Oct 
2012
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Workers consulted the children on key themes to do with being in care. There was some very 
positive feedback about placements, food and taking part in activities but also issues around 
how long it can take to get belongings etc.  

Joint Meetings 

Four joint meetings between Senior Managers and The Deputies were held in the period. The 
views expressed at the open forums and consultation sessions were summarised and given to 
the Lead Member for Children’s Services and all the Senior Managers. Action plans for 
improving things were agreed and the young people have monitored progress. Key 
achievements cited by the young people have been the distribution of a brand new financial 
leaflet, foster carers profiles and improving the experience of those coming into care. 

Earlier in the year, young people reported that they were disappointed that not all the Senior 
Managers were attending the joint meetings but this improved greatly to the young people’s 
satisfaction by December 2012.  

Young people report that they feel listened to at the quarterly joint meetings and can see that 
things happen as a result of their feedback. In an evaluation of the meetings in December 
2012 young people said:  

‘Everyone’s views get heard and the information goes straight to the head people’ 
‘I like hearing other people’s views’ 

Similarly, Senior Managers find the joint meetings very helpful, one commented ‘[the joint 
meetings] remind me why I do my job’. 
  

2. Other Participation Activities 

It is recognised that young people are the experts on being in care. Their expertise has been 
put to good use throughout the year in a number of participation activities involving the older 
members of The Deputies as well as four slightly older care leavers aged 21yrs- 23yrs.  

Training foster carers 

A group of 4 care leavers devised a training session to enable carers to understand things from 
a young person’s perspective. The session was piloted at 3 skills to foster courses in the 
period and got very good feedback: 
 ‘Invaluable to foster carers so please may it continue’ 
 ‘Excellent use of trainer’s own experience’ 
 ‘Very informative. Spoken from the heart’ 

The young people went on to train another 4 care leavers to deliver foster training sessions 
and all courses now include young people.   

Training Social Workers 

The young people ran training sessions for Academy Social Workers in June and October 
2011 and March 2012. Topics covered included how to communicate with children and young 
people, what makes a good Social Worker and information on the CHICC. All the events got 
very positive feedback: 
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‘We always think we know and understand but it makes a difference to hear from people who 
have actually experienced it!’ 
‘Hearing everything from a young person’s perspective is very helpful’  
‘really impressed with the session’ 

The young people also ran a session on communication for experienced Social Workers in the 
West teams in December 2012.  

Interviewing  

In August 2011, 3 young people with residential experience were trained by Participation 
Workers to interview. They went on to form young people’s  
Interview panels for residential workers. In December 2011 young people were involved in 
recruitment to the SW academy and conducted telephone interviews with all candidates. 
Young people also held a young person’s interview panel for the Director of Operations for 
Specialist Services. 

3. Direct consultation  

Approx 140 direct consultations were completed in the period, based within foster and 
residential settings. The young people visited were often experiencing recent changes to their 
placement or were due to experience changes shortly.  Some of the young people though had 
been settled for a while. Many of the consultations were requested because the IRO felt they 
didn’t have a full understanding of the young person’s situation and views, wishes and feelings.  
  

The views of the young people varied constantly but two things seemed to recur frequently:  
lack of choice of where young people are placed i.e. placements being found without enough 
consultation or choice by the young person and secondly the words 'I don't feel listened to'.  

IROs report that the direct consultation reports are full of helpful insight and really help to 
establish young people’s views, wishes and feelings and to inform reviews.  

4. Independent Visitors Service 

At the beginning of this period 6 young people were matched with an independent Visitor. Five 
of these were settled long term matches and one was new. One of the settled matches came 
to an end during the period as the young person turned 18yrs. Happily, the young person 
continues to have a friendship with the independent visitor but this is now a friendship outside 
of the scheme. The new match has settled down well. It has been agreed to bring to an end 
one of the other long term matches which is provided by another Local Authority for a young 
person who has moved back into county. 

5. IV Refugee Project 

In this period the project with the refugee council has been well established. A steering group 
was set up comprising the refugee council, Voice and members of Children’s Services 
including representation from Virtual School and CLA teams. Six meetings of the steering 
group have taken place in the period to monitor progress with the scheme. 
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The refugee Council identified suitable volunteers and provided a training course including 
safeguarding. Young people in need of an independent visitor were identified and referred to 
the scheme. Six matches are now in place. 

Nancy Burge 
Participation Officer
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