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The Purpose of the report: 
 
This report is a requirement of the IRO Guidance for the scrutiny of the corporate parenting 
board.  It attempts to identify good practice and to highlight issues for further development. 

 
 Legal Context of the Service 
 

1. The Regulations and Guidance for the IRO service contained in the IRO Handbook 
came into force on April 1st 2011.  This replaced the 2004 Independent Reviewing 
Officers Guidance and is now well embedded in practice. 

 
2. The Regulations require a child to have a named IRO within 5 days of becoming 

Looked After and that that person should remain that child’s IRO for the duration of 
their being Looked After.  It also requires that if there is a sibling group, the IRO 
should review all children but if a parent and child are both looked after, they should 
have separate IROs.  

 
3. The statutory duties of the IRO are as follows: 

 
- monitor the performance by the local authority of their functions in     relation to 

the child’s case 
- participate in any review of the child’s case 
- ensure that any ascertained wishes and feelings of the child      

concerning the case are given due consideration by the appropriate   authority 
- perform any other function which is prescribed in regulations 

 
4. The primary task of the IRO is to ensure that the care plan for the child fully reflects 

the child’s current needs and that the actions set out in the plan are consistent with 
the local authority’s legal responsibilities towards the child.  

 
5. The IRO also has a duty to monitor the performance of the local authority’s function 

as a corporate parent and to identify any areas of poor practice. This should include 
identifying patterns of concern emerging not just around individual children but also 
more generally in relation to the collective experience of it’s looked after children and 
the services they receive.   

 
6. Where IROs identify more general concerns around the quality of the authority’s 

services to it’s looked after children, the IRO should immediately alert senior 
managers about these. The IRO should also recognize and report on good practice. 

 
7. The Care Planning, Placement and Case Review Regulations 2010 came into effect 

on 1st April 2011 together with the new guidance for the IRO.  Changes were made 
in the legal status of children with disabilities who were provided with short breaks 
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reviews.  As a result the majority of children who received short break reviews would 
no longer be Looked after Children and therefore there was no requirement to 
appoint an IRO. 

 
8. Two members of the IRO team have been involved in reviewing young people who 

came into care as a result of the LASPO legislation which come into effect in 
December 2012.   
 

 
 
3. The Lambeth Context 

 
 The London Borough of Lambeth is one of the most densely populated inner London 

Boroughs with a population of around 303,100.  Lambeth is extremely ethnically diverse 

– even more so than recorded 10 years ago.  Lambeth is in the top ten per cent for 

international migrants for every year from 1951 until 2011.  Lambeth has a low 

percentage of people with an English only identity and the proportion of white British 

people has decreased from 50% to 39% in the last ten years.  It has the highest 

proportion in the country of Portuguese born people, South American people, mixed race 

white and black African people, people from multiple mixed ethnic backgrounds and 

people from non Caribbean and non African black backgrounds.  It has the second 

highest proportion of black Caribbean people – 10 per cent.   

 

4. The Children Looked After Population       

 

4.2 The number of Children Looked After on 31 March for each year between 2005 and 

2013 is shown below. 

 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010   2011    2012   2013 

 

  

616 660 595 570 546 566     498     510 501 

 

At the half year stage in September 2012 the number of CLA dropped to a low of 478 but 

rose again by the end of the year. 

 

 

 

5. The Independent Reviewing Team for Children Looked After 

 

5.1 The IRO team in Lambeth reviews the Care Plans for all of the Borough’s Looked After 

children.  There are currently 8 full time permanent IROs.    

 

 Caseloads vary between 62 and 70 very occasionally going above 70. 

  

5.2 The IRO team is very experienced, able and a dedicated cohesive team frequently 

travelling long distances. 
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Due to the low turnover of staff our children have consistency of IRO often throughout 

their entire time in the care system.  This enables the IRO to be able to build up a long 

term relationship with the young person and extensive knowledge of their childhood.     

 

5.3 The Lambeth IRO team is unlike its neighbour in Southwark but akin to Lewisham in 

nearly always being composed of permanent staff.  The Manager of the team believes 

that this arrangement is beneficial to the young people we review.  Other local 

authorities have a mix of sessional workers and permanent staff or a high percentage of 

sessional staff.  Since the introduction of the increased scrutiny required by IROs in 

between reviews and given the current manager’s knowledge of the extra commitment 

that this requires it would not seem feasible that sessional staff could or would be able to 

commit to such involvement. 

 

 The Service Manager for the IRO team attends Permanency Surgery, Special 

Permanency Panel, PPM, Rehabilitation Panel and Adoption and Permanency Tracking 

Panel and arranges and chairs Secure Panel in various parts of the country.  In the past 

year there have been five young people in Secure for welfare reasons placed in 

Newcastle upon Tyne, Crawley, Liverpool, Manchester and Essex.   At end of March 

2013 there were three young people still in Secure, two in Newcastle and one in 

Liverpool.  A total of eight secure panels have been held during the year.   

 

 

 7. Consultation and Participation in Reviews 

    

The IRO team places high priority on ensuring that every child is consulted about their care and 

is encouraged to participate in each review.   

 

 

Of the 1,393 reviews completed between April 2012 and March 2013 the participation 

was 97.83 per cent.  This excluded children under the age of four who are often seen – 

and heard – but rarely able to express their wishes and opinions.  This is just below the 

98% achieved the previous year. 

 

When young people are not present at their reviews IROs will contact them afterwards 

and arrange to meet, speak on the phone, text or e mail.   

 

7.3 The IROs ensuring that reviews take place on time and with the right attendees. This 

can be complicated by changes of social worker, team, or movement of placement.  Re 

arrangement of reviews is avoided where possible. 

 

7.4 IROs are continuing to explore the best possible methods for consulting with children 

with complex disabilities, in particular when there is a specific communication barrier. 

We are of the view that every child looked after with a complex disability should have an 

advocate who has the skills to communicate with that child, or young person and who is 

present in the child’s reviews.  The advantage of the consistency of the team is that 

IROs gets to know young people with complex communication problems and over time 

achieve some benchmark of wellbeing.    Following recent training around two internal 

case reviews the 24 cases of looked after children placed with CWD are being subjected 

to closer scrutiny.  Through increased liaison with the Service and Team Manager of 
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CWD, as well as specific training we are aiming to increase the expertise within the 

team.  We have asked that a manager from CWD is present at most if not all of the 

reviews and are hopeful for funding for specialist advocates to be agreed.  

 

8.  Performance Indicators 

 

8.1 In the year April 2012 to March 2013 98.3 per cent of reviews were held on time.    Late 

reviews were mostly as a result of children or young people placed with friends or family 

and not being considered looked after.  We have a robust system in place to pick up 

referrals helped hugely by our colleagues in Access to Resources who copy us into all 

placement information.   Participation in reviews is no longer a national indicator but we 

have continued to report on it locally.      

 

 9.  Dispute Resolution Protocol 

 

9.1 There have been 17 alerts raised in the year to March 2013.  This is substantially lower 

than the previous year. We hope that the internal dispute resolution protocol is working 

well.    The themes from the alerts are: 

 

• Five were raised as a result of lack of transfer from CLA to the Leaving Care 

Team 

•  Six were raised due to drift re permanency 

• Two due to lack of parenting assessment which could have facilitated 

rehabilitation. 

• One for lack of statutory visits 

• One for not progressing  a criminal compensation claim 

 

 

• One for a non referral for CAMHS support 

• One for lack of provision of information to adoptive placement 

• One for not updating the PEP in a case where the young person had special 

educational needs.  

 

9.3 In addition to the formal dispute resolution protocol, we attend six-weekly meetings with 

the Head of Service for Children Looked After where IROs can raise cases of concern.  

Social Workers, Team Managers, IROs, the IRO Service Manager, Adoption and 

Fostering, CLAMHS and the MARRT team are invited to these meetings.  The IROs find 

these meetings very useful and the Service Manager is keen to use these meetings as a 

forum to discuss themes coming from reviews as well as case discussion. 

 

11. Partnership working with other teams within CYPS and other agencies 

 

11.1 Members of the IRO team continue to contribute to different forums in the Children and 

Young People’s Service and are respected for the experience and knowledge they bring 

with them.  Three IROs are mentors for newly qualified Social Workers. One is a 

Practise Assessor.  One member of the team regularly attends the London IRO 

Practitioners’ Group which meets every three months. One IRO is still involved with the 

Placement Stability Programme; two IROs  attend team meetings of the Adoption Team 
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to assist in that area, one IRO is  responsible for LASPO cases and attends regular 

meetings with YOS.  Another team member together with a worker from YOS and a 

social worker are running a sixteen week group called Caring Dads.  The Caring Dads 

group is going well with weekly attendance of between 9 and 11 fathers.  There may be 

scope to run this course again.  The Course will be evaluated by feedback from the men 

themselves but also by discussing the effects of the programme with the respective 

mothers as well as it being assessed by a Senior Lecturer from Kingston University.    

This IRO is a regular contributor to the Social Work Advisory Group. 

 

11.2 IROs make every effort to attend Permanency Planning Meetings for children whom they 

review.  The IRO Service Manager is on the Panel and has in the past chaired the 

Panel.  Additionally IROs attend Special Permanency Panels when required.   

 

11.4 The Service Manager continues to attend the London IRO Managers forum. 

 

 

 

 

 

12. Update on  Recommendation in Annual Report 2011 - 2012 

 

The IRO team has an important role in ensuring that Care Plans are delivered in a timely 

way and children are moved through the care system as quickly as possible.  We will 

continue to improve the alert system and make efforts to move alerts through the stages of 

the dispute resolution protocol in a more timely manner as required by the procedure.  

• During the year 2012 – 2013 the IRO Manager will randomly select a number of parents, 

children and foster carers to ascertain their views on reviews generally and specifically.  

The Service Manager will also attend a review chaired by each of the IROs. 

The IRO Service Manager has completed the observation of each of the IROs which will 

feed into their annual appraisal. This will continue as part of a rolling programme.   

. 

• The IRO Service Manager will continue to work with Systems Support on a monthly 

basis to ensure that the electronic system reflects an accurate picture and the data 

provided can be used to ensure that errors are corrected.  

 

13. Key Successes and Challenges in 2012 - 2013 
 

Key successes  
 

a) Maintaining a stable and effective team.  The team has eight permanent IROs and a 
Business support person supervised by the manager.   The sickness rate in the team is 
well below the Lambeth average. 
 

b) Working very closely with all the operational services to reduce delay in Care Planning 
and achieve better outcomes for Lambeth Children Looked After. 
 

c) Achieving a very high level of reviews completed within timescales – over 98 per cent - 
and working extremely hard to maximise the contribution of children and young people to 
their own reviews (currently over 97 per cent).  
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d) Developing strong links with Quality Assurance and IRO services in other London local 
authorities which has facilitated exchange of ideas about efficient and effective working. 
 

e) Working closely with the Head of Service for Children Looked After and all Senior 
Managers to highlight concerns identified in reviews through case review meetings and 
the dispute resolution protocol. 
 

f) Chairing Multi-Agency Planning meetings for Children Looked After at risk of sexual 
exploitation. 
 
 
 
 

g) Chairing Placement Support Meetings.  These are now firmly embedded in day to day 
practise and we ensure that they are efficiently and effectively chaired by the IRO 
responsible for the young person.  The Placement support meetings were seen by 
Ofsted as ‘a real strength and an example of best practice nationally’. In June 2013 the 
lead IRO on this made a presentation on Placement Support to the IRO Annual 
Conference together with the Senior Psychologist from CLAMHS. 
 

h) Contributing to three successful Ofsted inspections; the Adoption team, Safeguarding 
and Children Looked After and the IRO Thematic Inspection.   
 

i) Ofsted inspected the IRO Team as part of their Thematic Inspection of the overall IRO 
service in December 2012.  The feedback was very positive with the inspectors 
commenting that the continuity and stability of the team was seen as a strong point.  
Amongst other points they stated that the team are visible in the department and that it 
added real strength to the leadership and management of the service.  We were 
particularly pleased when the Inspectors commented that the voice of the child emerged 
from the Review records and that they found evidence of permanence being effectively 
pushed. The Ofsted report on this inspection has recently become available and themes 
that emerged will pulled from the report and form part of the Strategy for the team for 
2013 – 2014. 
 

j) Contributing to reclaiming social work via one member of the team’s commitment to 
SWPAG and setting up the Caring Dads Group with 14 sessions currently underway. 
 

k) The team were concerned that consultations both in Lambeth – This is What Its like to 
be Looked After By Lambeth 2012 / 2013 - and elsewhere reported a high percentage of 
young people did not know how to contact their IRO.  It was thought that some of this 
could be down to difficulties understanding the question or the terminology but in an 
effort to alter this in December 2012 the team sent out Seasonal Greetings cards to all 
the young people on their case loads with their mobile number, landline number and e 
mail address all individually signed.   This has resulted in an increased number of phone 
calls and exchanges.  Attached also as Appendix 1 is the feedback from the group from 
CICC and the Ofsted inspectors. 
 

l) Through the protocol developed with Legal and via contact with CAFCASS we have 
strengthened our links with Guardians particularly to ensure that at the end of 
proceedings the impetus of the Care Plan is carried forward.  

m) The Legal Aid Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Bill came into effect on 3rd 
December 2012.  In the team we had already identified a member of staff with skills and 
experience to chair these specialised reviews, with another member of staff earmarked 
to deputize for him.  Reviewing in the secure estate has presented its own challenges.  
There also continues to be issues around frontline staff understanding the implications of 
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the legislation. To date there have been 22 referrals of which 2 are now S20. There have 
been 4 second reviews. Young people who are 16+ go to the LCT LASPO team and 
under 16’s come through FSCP, R&A or CLA.  
 

n) Currently there is no specialist IRO in the team for Children with Disabilities but a result 
of training, feedback from audits and internal management reviews the team have 
refocused their involvement in these cases.  It is not viable for the IROs to develop 
specialism in the many different kinds of ways of communicating with children who have 
profound disabilities but rather the way forward would be to identify a number of cases 
where a specialist advocate could be effectively used.    We have also asked that 
management from CWD attend the reviews in particularly complex cases or where the 
child has a life limiting illness.  We are also looking at specialist training for the team in 
this complex area. 
 

 

14. Issues of Concern 

 

 

• The current economic climate and the recent changes to benefits makes it even more 

difficult for families under stress and the team are mindful of the impact this may have on 

the number of looked after children.   

 

• The IRO CLA team maintains a three morning a week duty system to ensure that children 

are allocated IROs in a timely way and that social workers have a point of contact.  The 

team liaises with ART on a daily basis. Late reviews tend to be either those children 

placed with connected persons or when young people are remanded into the care of the 

local authority and this information is not passed on.  The team continues to look at 

systems improvement in this area.  

 

• A recent high profile court case and additional training from Coram emphasised  the 

importance of contact with birth families particularly when the care plan of adoption has 

been unsuccessful.  This is a very difficult area but one which the team is addressing in 

reviews.   

 

15. Next Steps 

 

Taking on board the suggestions made as a result of the thematic inspection and 

discussion with colleagues the next steps are:  

 

• Ensure that the IRO guidance is fully implemented by the team 

• Assist with Care Planning Regulation Compliance 

 

Links 

 

• Strengthen the links between the Children in Care Council and the IRO service to 

enable formalisation of feedback into service development and approaches to 

chairing reviews.  

• Ensuring that young people know how to contact their IROs and reminding them 

of the role of the IRO as they progress through their journey in care.   

• Building on and improving existing lines of communications with Guardians. 
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• IROs in Lambeth have good relationships with social workers and CLA 

managers.  These links need to be maintained along with the challenge.  

• Looking at ways of strengthening the engagement of parents and relatives in the 

review process. 

• Utilising the six weekly meetings with HOS for CLA to feed back on themes of 

alerts as well as case work. 

• Working in partnership with other agencies. 

 

 

Annual Report 

 

• Standardisation of the IRO Annual Report.  This is being looked at nationally 

focussing on providing a document that identifies improvement of services for 

children in care. 

• In conjunction with the Children in Care Council production of a summary of the 

IRO Annual report specifically for Children and Young people looked after.    

 

Themes 

 

• Continue to push towards permanency either via adoption, SGO or long term 

fostering.  The team will focus on adoption time scales for the child and look at 

securing permanency via other means when adoption is no longer feasible.  Two 

members of the team have taken on the liaison role with the adoption team. 

• Arrange specific training for IROs on communicating with and ascertaining the 

wishes and views of our most vulnerable children. 

• Focus on children looked after who need extra support and attention;     i.e. 

children in secure, living a long way from home or children with disabilities. 

 

• Improve management oversight of IRO team and if necessary rectify poor 

performance. Consult with other professionals and families for feedback on 

better ways to conduct reviews.  

 

Alerts 

• Raise alerts to highlight areas of concern, including not only issues of drift in care 

plan but also quality of social work, standards of foster care, equality of treatment 

and 16 plus transfer to Leaving Care Team. 

• Increased monitoring via midway reviews. 

• Consideration to be given to low level alerts about other areas of concern to 

enable identification of other themes. 

 

 

 

16.   Summary 

 

The last year has been very positive with 1,392 reviews and other meetings such as 

Placement Stability meetings all over the country.  The number of Children Looked after has 

risen above the 500 mark again but there is also extra work for the team is generated by 
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throughput of children (mainly LASPO) and increased monitoring via midway reviews.   

Caseloads remain between 62 and 70. 

 

The team are aware that further reductions in public services are on their way and it will be 

an additional challenge to maintain operational and quality assurance services at the current 

level.  The team remain committed to raising standards of care for all of our looked after 

children, ensuring permanency for them and commitment from our carers.  We will continue 

use our extensive experience and knowledge to push forward the care plans of our looked 

after children.  

 

 

 

 

JM 9.7.13 
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Appendix 1 

Comments from the IRO focus group with the Ofsted Inspectors led by Loretta Nwanze 

December 2012. 

 

What is the role of your IRO? 

 

Your IRO advocate for you 

They speak on your behalf 

If something is not going right you can tell your IRO and they will make sure everyone is doing 

what they should do 

Your IRO goes over your care plan and ensure everyone is doing what they should be doing 

 

Do you feel other young people know what an IRO is 

 

Yeah they told us at the VOS Taster Day we had and through the Annual Consultation,  

 

Do you feel that sometimes the IRO introduce their role the first time they meet you but 

not after 

 

I know what my IRO is but for younger children maybe they should explain a lot to them 

I can see how young people can get confused as they can confuse it with the role of the Social 

Worker 

 

 

Do you have regular Contact with your IRO? 

 

I see my IRO at my Review meetings, sometimes I meet with them before or after my Review 

I do not always see my IRO before Review Meeting but that’s fine because if I wanted to I would 

know how to contact him 

I feel the older you get the more frequently you should see your IRO because there are more 

important issues coming up that you will need support with 

 

Do you feel that you should see your IRO more often and should they meet with you 

more regularly before and after Review Meetings? 

Yes 

 

 

Do you have your IRO contact details do you know how to contact them 

 

I don’t have their direct details but I can just ask my Foster Carer or Social Worker and they 

would give it to me 

 

I have my IRO’s number it is on my contact card 

I also have my IRO’s contact details on their contact card and explained what the Contact Card 

was 

 

Do you feel that you and other young people in care know what an IRO is 
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Yp stated that should but at times it can get confusing what the role of the Social Worker is and 

what the role of the IRO is 

The IRO has more power then the Social Worker and ensures that things get done 

 

Inspector: Can you give me an example of this? 

I needed my passport renewed and my Social Worker was dragging it one, I spoke with my IRO 

and they sorted straight away and it was discussed at the Review Meeting so they had to do it 

Another time, in a Review meeting they were talking about my health and eating and I explained 

to my IRO that I did not always like the food my Foster Career cooked for me. My IRO spoke 

about this and I was able to get my own money for shopping and doing my own cooking 

 

 

Do you have a choice about were Review meetings are held? 

They tend to happen at my house which I prefer 

They used to happen at my School but that does not happen anymore because I told them that I 

did not like that 

Ages ago they used to happen in the Town Hall 

 

Do you have a choice on who is present at your Reviews? 

 

Yeah but I do not like the fact that your Teacher needs to be there 

It is not nice that your teacher knows where you live as we do not know where they live and so I 

don’t get why they need to be at your house 

I told my IRO this and my Teacher does not come 

Me, too my Teacher does not come either, it’s too embarrassing 

I feel that they should just write their part on a report and give it to the IRO as they do not really 

need to be there 

My Foster Carers Social Worker is also there, I get that their there to support my Foster Carer 

but do they really need to be there 

 

Are your Review meetings long enough? 

 

Definitely, there is always enough time to talk about everything 

We talk about everything; health educations, sports there is always enough times 

 

Do you Chair your own Review 

 

My IRO asked me if I want to Chair my Review but I’m not sure I’ll see  

The IRO is good at their job they do what they need to do, so I don’t really need to chair my 

Review 

I agree my IRO is fine so I don’t need to chair, if I want them to talk about something I will tell 

them and they always do 

 

Do you feel young people are able to talk at their Reviews 

 

Definitely, even the quiet children because they give you a chance to talk at your Review 

meeting and if your shy or don’t want to say it in front of everyone then they can say it for you 
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Is there anything else you would like to tell me? 

 

I have had my IRO for a long time since I came in to care so it’s great I feel like they know me 

and I don’t have to repeat the same thing 

My IRO was great, my old IRO left and I was so sure that my new one could not be better but 

she was great as well 

 

Why did they leave? 

 

Because they retired, I really like my IROs I think there is something great about the old IRO 

Officers they are really good  

Lambeth is really good they really listen to you 

 

 
 

 
 
 


