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Appendix A 
 
Annual Report, April 2012 – March 2013 
Slough Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) Service 

 
Introduction  
 
The publication of an annual report is a requirement of the IRO Guidance (2004), restated 
in the IRO handbook issued as statutory guidance in March 2010 and this report sets out 
the role and activity of the Independent Reviewing Officers for Looked After Children in 
Slough over the period from 1 April 2012 to 31 March 2013.  
 
An Annual report should identify good practice but also highlight issues for further 
development, including where urgent action is needed. It should make reference to: 
 

• procedures for resolving concerns, including the local dispute resolution process and it 
should include an analysis of the issues raised in dispute and the outcomes; 

• the development of the IRO service including information on caseloads, continuity of 
employment and the make up of the team and how it reflects the identity of the children 
it is serving; 

• the extent of participation of children and their parents in the review process; 

• the number of reviews that are held on time, the number that are held out of time and 
the reasons for the ones that are out of time; 

• the outcomes of quality assurance audits in relation to the organisation, conduct and 
recording of reviews; and 

• whether any resource issues are putting at risk the delivery of a quality service to all 
looked after children. 

 
Legal Context 
 
The statutory guidance in the Children and Young Persons Act 2008 advised how Local 
Authorities should discharge their distinct responsibilities to Looked after Children. This 
guidance replaced the 2004 IRO Guidance and was further embedded in the Care 
Planning, Placement and Case Review (England) Regulations 2010. These regulations 
alongside the IRO Handbook firmly state the IRO service roles and responsibilities. All 
local authorities are working towards embedding this guidance.  
 
IRO’s were previously responsible for monitoring the performance of the local authority in 
their functions in relation to a child’s, looked after review (LAC). This involved IRO’S 
chairing a multi agency meeting with professional and family members and ensuring the 
agreed care plan for the child was meeting the child’s needs. The LAC review was 
arranged at agreed statutory timescales.  
 
The IRO role has now extended to monitoring the performance of the local authority 
across all their functions in relation to a looked after child’s care plan. The emphasis on 
performance entails more regular monitoring, challenge and scrutiny of the Local Authority. 
Within Slough, IROs monitor children midway between reviews, i.e. at approximately 3 
monthly intervals and note this on the child’s file. Practitioners and managers are alerted 
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where there are delays in the care plan or issues in relation to any outcomes affecting the 
child’s wellbeing. 
Further Guidance for IRO and Local Authorities came into effect from 1st April 2013, and 
this once again expanded the role of the IRO: 

• 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. 

It also states that in discharging these duties, the IRO has a number of specific 
responsibilities which include: 

• promoting the voice of the child 

• ensuring that plans for looked after children are based on a detailed and informed 
assessment, are up-to-date, effective and provide a real and genuine response to 
each child’s needs 

• identifying any gaps in the assessment process or provision of service 

• making sure that the child understands how an advocate could help and his/her 
entitlement to one 

• offering a safeguard to prevent any ‘drift’ in care planning for looked after children 
and the delivery of services to them 

• monitoring the activity of the responsible authority as a corporate parent in ensuring 
that care plans have given proper consideration and weight to the child’s wishes 
and feelings and that, where appropriate, the child fully understands the 
implications of any changes made to his/her care plan. 

 
In summary, Independent Reviewing Officers are charged with undertaking the statutory 
reviewing function of the care plans for looked after children; for ensuring that care plans 
are progressed in a timely fashion; that professionals (both within the Council and partner 
agencies) are held to account for those actions and that the voices of looked after children 
are heard and are central to their care plans. The work of the IRO service is a key element 
of an effective quality assurance framework for looked after children. 
 
IRO Service 
 
Under the Care Planning Regulations 2010, every child who is looked after is required to 
have an IRO appointed prior to their first review and as a matter of good practice within 5 
working days of being looked after. In Slough the IRO Service appoints an IRO as soon as 
the child becomes looked after. In addition every child who has a short break provided 
under Section 20 of the 1989 Children Act modified under Regulation 48 is also appointed 
an IRO. In effect every looked after child has a named IRO who has independent oversight 
of the child’s case including: 
 
• Determining and representing the child’s wishes and feelings 
• Ensuring their rights and interests are protected 
• Assessing whether the Local Authority’s Care Plan for the child meets the assessed 
needs of the child within the timescale of the child 
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• Negotiating with the social work team and managers on any identified issues arising from 
the Care Plan or implementation of the Care Plan and where necessary escalating 
unresolved concerns to an appropriate level in the Local Authority’s management 
structure, and /or if necessary to CAFCASS. 
 
Slough Context 
 
At the end of March 2013 there were 182 children in full time care - this equates to a rate 
of 47.5 children in care for every 10,000 children aged under 18 in Slough. This rate is 
below the latest published national average (59.1) and below our statistical neighbours’ 
average (65.0) Latest published benchmarking data is for March 2012. The figure of 182 is 
a 6% rise when compared with 1 year ago and is 8.3% greater when compared with 2 
years ago. 
  
9 of the 182 (5%) full time LAC are Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children. Of the local 
Slough children in care 61% are from a White ethnic background, 18% are from a Mixed 
ethnic background, 11% are from an Asian / Asian-British ethnic background and 9% are 
from a Black / Black-British ethnic background. A year ago the proportion of Mixed and 
Black/Black-British were higher (17% and 14% respectively) and the proportion of 
Asian/Asian-British children in care was lower (6%). 
  
30% of the children in care at 31st March 2013 are less than 5 years of age  
49% are aged 5 -15 and  
21% are aged 16 or over.  
 
A year ago there were 46 children aged 10-15 years old, now there are 55;  
33 children aged 16 and over were in care a year ago – 45 at the end March 2013..  
 
So the increase in the number of LAC compared to a year ago is due to older children and 
young people. 
  
At the end of March 2013 most (143 or 79%) were placed in foster care; 61 (43% of 143) 
are placed with in-house foster carers, 7 with a relative / friend and 80 (56% of 143) are 
placed with independent foster agency or other local authority foster carers. Other 
placements include 4 children placed in adoptive placements, 12 placed in children’s 
homes (of which 6 are placed in in-house children’s homes), 12 are placed in supported 
lodgings, 5 are placed in a residential care home and 2 in youth offending institute / 
prison.                                  
                                                                                                                                                 
Workforce information 
 
Since early 2013, the IRO service forms part of the new Safeguarding and Quality 
Assurance Unit, to meet the recommendations of the C4EO Review carried out at the 
request of the Safeguarding Improvement Board. The capacity of the service was 
enhanced  between April 2012 and March 2013 as a result of the issues noted by Ofsted 
in their Announced Inspection of Safeguarding and Looked After Children in April 2011, 
when safeguarding in Slough was judged inadequate, with a recommendation (for 
immediate action) to strengthen the effectiveness of the IRO service. Additional resources 
were agreed by the Council as part of the 2013/14 budget round. The Unit consists of a 
Head of Service, Reviewing Manager, Business Manager to the Local Children’s 
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Safeguarding Board, Quality Assurance Manager, Local Authority Designated Officer 
(LADO) and 6 (FTE) Independent Reviewing Officers. 
 

IRO service profile: 
 

 Number 
(fte) 

Permanent % Gender Ethnicity 

Mar 2012 5.4 81.5% Female 81.4% White British 72.2% 
South Asian 27.7% 

April 2013 6.4 68.75% Female 75% White British 62.5% 
South Asian 25% 
Other 12.5% 

 
The response to the Ofsted inspection increased the overall numbers in the team and 
allowed for a reduction in caseloads. The team remains a generally stable workforce, with 
the number of temporary staff in place at around 30%, this is pending the recruitment of 
permanent staff. Permanent staff have a variety of backgrounds: 
 

• CP/ CIN management experience 

• CAFCASS Guardians 

• Fostering/ Adoption Managers 

• LAC Team Managers 
 
Workload Information 
 
The IRO’s and Child Protection Chairs in the Safeguarding and Quality Assurance Unit 
have a mixed caseload of Looked After Children reviews and Child Protection 
Conferences and reviews. They also participate in the following tasks/ activities: 
 

• Midway monitoring of Looked After Children 

• Midway monitoring of Children with Child Protection Plans 

• Consultations regarding particular cases/ issues 

• Looked After Children Training to Social Workers. 

• IRO’s also complete Regulation 33 visits to two residential units. 

• One IRO has LADO responsibility 

• One IRO has been heavily and effectively involved in setting up a Child Sexual 
Exploitation Working Party 

 
The caseloads between April 2012 and March 2013 have reduced given the extra 
resources in place:  
 

 April 2011 March 2012 March 2013 

LAC children 186 184 182 

CP children 144 209 146 

Total 330 393 328 

Average caseload 82.5 72.8 65.6 

 
Although the caseloads of the IRO’s has reduced (to approximately the numbers 
recommended in the IRO handbook), the service took on additional roles (in line with the 



 

Getting it right for children 
 

 5 

response to the findings of the Ofsted inspection for more robust monitoring of plans and 
enhanced quality assurance).  
 
It is planned that they will take on additional roles from April 2013, such as offering 
consultations in Child Protections cases and possibly reviewing Children in Need Plans. 
 
The Numbers of LAC Reviews undertaken between April 2012 and March 2013 
 
 

Number of LAC Reviews carried out in 2012-13
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Over the course of 2012 – 2013, 579 LAC reviews were carried out.  
 
Performance 
 
The IRO Service is responsible for two key performance indicators: 
 
Timeliness of Reviews 
Children’s Participation 
 
Timeliness of Reviews 
 
Over this period, the timeliness of LAC reviews increased significantly from 85% to 95%.  
 
Analysis of the 22 individual reviews held out of timescale demonstrate that these 
happened for the following reasons: 
 

Reason delayed Percentage 

IRO miscounted dates 31.8% 

Late notifications from operational teams resulting in inability to 
allocate IRO/ date in time 

54.5% 

Return home of child planned but did not take place – no notification 
to IRO Service 

9.1% 

Illness of IRO 4.5% 
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Looking back to 2005 
 

 

 
 
 

 
  
 To assist with holding timely LAC Reviews there is a new notification system to the IRO 
service and the IRO’s also have a helpful tool to calculate when the LAC Reviews need to 
be held by.  
 
Children’s Participation 
 
In terms of attendance and contribution at LAC Reviews – the national measure is defined 
as “the Number of children Looked After as at 31st March that contributed in ALL their LAC 
Reviews within in the last 12 months (this doesn’t include reviews where the child was 
under 4 years old at the time of the review)”. The ways to contribute are: 
  
J         Attend review and speak 
J         Attend and convey views through advocate/IRO 
J         Attend and convey views symbolically 
J         Not attend but convey views through advocate/IRO 
J         Not attend but conveyed views through writing/ phone call 
  
At the end of March 2013, for the 2012-13 statutory returns, Slough achieved a figure of 
93.9% (124 out of 132 LAC) - which is slightly below what Slough achieved a year ago 
(95.2%) and also slightly below the last published National Average (95.1%). With this 
measure a Looked After Child must contribute in every single review they have in a year – 
if they didn’t contribute at just one review this has an  impact on the measure. The 8 
children/young people that didn’t contribute to all their reviews in the year were either 16-
17 year olds or 4-7 year olds. 
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Issues Resolution  
 
In the period, 15 LAC cases were flagged that required escalation via the Issues 
Resolution Protocol. Of these, 6.7% (1) was addressed at Social Worker level, 53.3% (8) 
were resolved at Practice Manager level, with 33.3% (5) resolved at Head of Service level 
and 6.7% (1) addressed at Assistant Director level. The issues raised included:  
 
5 cases  Lack of progress with the Care Plan (delay) 
3 cases  Quality of placements  
7 cases  Practice Issues such as notification to IRO of becoming LAC,  

or change of placement   
2 cases  Quality of assessment/ Suitability of School Place 
 
(some of these cases had a more then one issue of concern) 
 
Summary of Key Achievements 
 
Since the Ofsted Inspection in April 2011, the IRO Service has worked to improve the level 
and focus of challenge to the operational teams. This has included: 
 

• Redeveloping the IRO (LAC) Standards in accordance with the Regulations (see 
appendix) and associated monitoring (introduced in February 2012)  

 

• Issues resolution protocol updated  
 

• Contribute to the Foster Care preparation group which involves sharing information, 
giving advice and training foster carers in the role of the IRO.  

 

• Regular IRO liaison meetings with operational teams including the Family 
Placement Team.  

 

• Mid-way monitoring continues to ensure that issues are flagged up early, thus 
avoiding delay.  

 

• A member of the IRO team, in conjunction with the operational team contributed 
towards developing social worker reports that are easy to read and understand for 
children, parents and professionals.  

 

• A member of the IRO team attended a training programme in working with children 
with disability to gain insight and strategies for initiating positive interactions and 
communication to ensure that children with disabilities are not disadvantaged in 
anyway and the child’s voice is heard within the review process.  

 

• The IRO team in conjunction with operational managers attended a comprehensive 
training programme spread over one year which covered a wide range of topics 
including quality assurance, Issues resolution, challenge and recording.  

 

• A member of the IRO team has been actively involved in the Child Sexual 
Exploitation (CSE) work culminating in a local full day. This has been vital in 
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identifying and recognising the signs that suggest that children might be at risk of 
child sexual exploitation and informing our practice with looked after children.  

 
Key Priorities for the IRO Service 
 
The IRO Service will continue to work to the actions outlined in the Improvement Plan, and 
recommended in the C4EO review of the service, to ensure that key improvements 
continue to be made in the next 12 months and that new developments are embedded in 
the day to day work of the service. This will include: 
 

• Continuing to participate in key activities as required with the Children in Care 
Council.  

 

• Improving the ‘readability’ of LAC review minutes – to ensure that these are easily 
understandable by children and young people  

 

• Meeting with children and young people prior to reviews (as required by the 
Regulations)  

 

• Endeavour to improving the quality of communication with children and young 
people with disabilities  

 

• Explore ways in which we can encourage and enable young people to co-chair their 
own reviews.  

 

• Embedding the use of quality assurance mechanisms in monitoring the local 
authority’s work with children and young people in ensuring IRO’s are robust and 
rigorous in planning for children’s future  

 

• In line with the recent OFSTED report (IRO’s Taking Up The Challenge 2013) the 
IRO service will be exploring ways in which they can forge links with corporate 
parenting and hope to have this in place by April 2014.  

 

• The team’s (Unit) proposal is for half the workforce to primarily focus on Looked 
After Children and the other on Child Protection, in the hope that that this will 
enable the team to further develop in these specific areas and strengthen the 
effectiveness of IRO’s in taking on the full scope of their responsibilities.  

 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
2012 – 2013 was a period of significant change and some instability for the Social Work 
operational teams and for the IRO/CP Chairs Service. The re-structuring of the service to 
allow for specialist LAC and CIN/CP/Duty teams should support the delivery of good social 
work so that children young people and their families receive an effective and efficient 
service. 
 
The Safeguarding and Reviewing Service does not currently have a permanent Head of 
Service, Quality Assurance Manger or LADO, these posts being covered by interim staff.  
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There have, however, been two recent permanent appointments – Reviewing Manager 
and Business Manager for Safeguarding and these appointments will take up their posts in 
October 2013 and September 2013 respectively. 
 
Whilst there has been some improvement, it must be noted that there are areas where 
further action is required.  
 
For operational teams, this includes: 
 

• Ensuring that reports are shared with children, young people and IROs in a timely way. 

• Ensuring that children and young people are effectively and appropriately prepared for 
their reviews. 

• Using high quality reports as exemplars, ensuring that there is continued improvement 
in social work reports to LAC reviews 

• Ensuring that statutory visits to children and young people are planned and take place 
in a timely way. 

• Ensuring that the LAC notification system is used so that the Service is fully aware and 
able to plan for LAC reviews. 

 
For the IRO Service: 
 

• Ensuring that all LAC reviews are taking place in a timely fashion – the LAC 
administrators have a key role in monitoring timeliness 

• Ensuring that all children and young people are given the opportunity to meet with the 
IRO prior to or immediately after their review. 

• Enabling young people to chair their own reviews. 

• Develop strong links with the corporate parenting panel.  
 
Actions will also take place in the following areas: 
 

• Support and training to ensure that LAC Review minutes are written in language 
understood by children and young people. 

• Scoping the additional resource required so that more children and young people are 
able to chair their own LAC review. 

• Feed back forms for participants in LAC reviews to determine what other actions are 
required in order to improve this service. 

• IRO Service to ensure that they receive the annual report from the Children’s 
Participation Officer and to use this information to improve LAC services to children 
and young people. 

 
Geoff Gurney 
Interim Head of Service  
Safeguarding and Quality Assurance 
August 2013 
 
With help from the IRO/CP Chair team 


