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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Children in Care are those Looked After by the Local Authority. Only after exploring 
every possibility of protecting a child at home will the Local Authority seek a parent‟s 
consent or a court decision to move a child away from his or her family. Such 
decisions, whilst incredibly difficult, are made when it is in the best interest of the 
child. 
 
The Independent Reviewing Officers‟ (IRO) service is set within the framework of the 
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) for challenging drift and 
delay within legal proceedings and in matching children for permanence.  
 
The recently published National Children‟s Bureau research entitled „The Role of the 
Independent Reviewing Officers (IROs) in England‟ (March 2014) provides a wealth 
of information and findings in regards to the effectiveness of IRO services and 
outlines a number of important recommendations, including that Children‟s Services 
need to adopt the IRO service at the heart of its service improvement model. The 
IROs also chair child protection meetings in accordance with South Tyneside 
Safeguarding Children‟s Board procedures and Working Together 2013. 
 
This Annual Report to South Tyneside Safeguarding Children‟s Board and the 
Corporate Parenting Committee details the activity of the IROs during the period 
from 1st April 2013 to 31st March 2014. 
 
The IROs chair Looked After Reviews in accordance with Section 26 of The 
Children Act 1989; they also chair Child Protection meetings in accordance with 
South Tyneside Safeguarding Board procedures and Working Together 2013.  
 
 
2. PURPOSE OF REPORT 

 
This report provides information about the performance of the Children‟s 
Independent Reviewing Service in South Tyneside and their assessment of the 
services offered to Looked After Children in the borough from 1st April 2013 to 31st 
March 2014.  
 
In 2013, the Service Improvement Plan identified the following key deliverables for 
the year ahead:  
 
Streamline data activity and develop a clear reporting schedule  

 It is envisaged that the implementation of Liquid Logic will support the 
reporting schedule. 

Develop effective analysis of data so it contributes to effective practice and service 
improvement  

 The IRO Service will use data to improve practice, evidencing IRO activity in 
relation to timeliness of reviews, visits to looked after children and 
participation.  
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Develop the interface with Social Care – strengthen links with Service Managers and 
practitioners to achieve the right outcomes for children and young people 

 To promote the above outcomes, the Children‟s Standards Unit IRO Service 
has developed its interface with Service Managers and Team Managers from 
social care by means of meeting on a six weekly basis to raise and discuss 
issues relevant to both child protection and looked after children. This 
interface also considers new and emerging service developments in order 
that all professionals are fully aware of their individual and collective 
responsibilities promoting best outcomes for those children and families with 
whom we work. 

Review arrangements for dispute resolution and ensure they are fully understood 
across the partnership  

 Work has now been undertaken to review the dispute resolution process and 
have this disseminated across both the IRO Service and within social care 
teams. The dispute resolution process is now known as Issues Resolution. A 
compliance protocol has also been developed to strengthen the 
implementation of Issues Resolution Process; this provides clear guidance as 
to when non-compliance moves on into formal resolution. 

 

Further strengthen the role of the IRO in quality assurance and continuous 
improvement of practice by ensuring effective feedback across the partnership with 
clear recommendations to improve practice standards  

 The IRO Manger has responsibility for the undertaking of monthly audits 
which not only comments on good practice but also addresses areas for 
improvement; these audits form part of the QAF. These audits are forwarded 
to the Director of Children‟s Services for scrutiny. 

The IRO service have strengthened its responsibilities in quality assurance 
through the revised compliance for CP and the development of a new 
monitoring form for Looked After Reviews. Both of these tools are forwarded 
to the responsible Team Manger to review and address any issues of 
concern. Further work needs to be undertaken via the LSCB in relation to 
multi-agency partner‟s responsibilities to provide timely updated and relevant 
information both within Child protection and Looked After Children. 

Ensure that plans fully meet the needs of children and that outcomes are well 
informed and child focused 

 A significant amount of work has been jointly between social care and the 
Children‟s Standards Unit IRO service. This has supported the development 
of Outcome Focused plans that are easily measurable in terms of outcomes 
for those young people deemed to be at risk of harm. Work has also been 
undertaken to support the role of the IRO to challenge any drift or delay for 
those young people who we are planning for permanence or those whose  
plan is to remain placed away from their birth family. IRO‟s are robust in 
challenging social care where the agreed plan has not been progressed in 
the interest of promoting best outcomes. 

Encourage participation of children and where required promote the use of advocacy 
services and independent visitors to LAC Children who require representation 
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 The IRO visiting pattern to Looked After Children has significantly improved 
providing them the opportunity to express their views independently outside 
of the Review Meeting. The IRO acts as an advocate for the Young person 
ensuring their views are evidenced and influences the planning process. The 
IRO within Looked After Review meeting considers the need for a young 
person to be identified Independent Visitor should this be the express wish of 
the Child or Young person. 

Strengthen understanding of the role of the LADO across the partnership through 
effective engagement of agencies  

 The Service Plan for 2014 – 2015 recognises the need to separate the role of 
the LADO from the Safeguarding Manager. This will be achieved in the next 
financial year. 

Contribute to the work of the Local Safeguarding Children Board by attending 
relevant sub groups. 

 The Children‟s Standards Safeguarding Manger sits on a number of LSCB 
sub groups including the CDOP, STEM, the Learning and Improvement 
Group, PME and The LSCB Policies and procedures sub group. The 
Safeguarding manger also sits on the LSCB Executive board and reports on 
the activity of the Children‟s Standards Unit in relation to safeguarding 
children and promoting outcomes for those children and Young people who 
are Looked After. 

 The Report “Taking up the Challenge” was a thematic inspection of 10 IRO 
services; the outcome of these inspections has formed the basis of the 
Children‟s Standards Units service plan and has actively been reviewed 
within Team Meetings. Taking up the challenge continues to be a live 
document that forms part of the IRO service improvement model.  

 

Implement the recommendations for the IRO Service emerging from the Family 
Justice Review  

Strengthen the relationship between the IRO Service and Cafcass in order to 
improve working relationships and avoid duplication. 

 The IRO service is to develop a local protocol with Cafcass to support 
effective communication during proceedings and handover of case following 
the conclusion of care proceedings. This will take account of regional and 
national practice. 

 The IRO service is to consider their involvement in care proceedings where 
the child is not LAC and so would not normally have an IRO. 

 Legal Services to ensure that relevant Court documents are sent to the IRO 
within 5 working days of receipt 

 The IRO Service is able to monitor and, where necessary, challenge the 
implementation of care plans to promote the welfare of the child 

 

Review the role of the IRO Service in ensuring the timely and effective completion of 
assessments, outcome focussed care plans and decision making regarding care 
proceedings 



 5 

 

 Children‟s Services and the IRO Service to identify how to ensure that the 
IRO‟s views are made available at the Legal Proceedings Panel 

 IROs to attend LPP as observers on rolling basis  

 The multi-agency meeting held to agree the final care plan should routinely be 
followed by a brought forward LAC review which will ratify and comment on 
the plan 

 Children‟s services/IRO Service to decide how the views of the IRO are to be 
included in the documents filed at Court  

 

The Resolution Process is to be reviewed to ensure prompt and effective resolution 
of any issues raised by the IRO regarding the care plan for the child. 

 This has been achieved 

 

Prompt and effective assessment of parents’ mental capacity to make decisions 
about their child 

 

 Senior Practitioners to be trained on assessment of mental capacity. IROs are 
to be included in the training on assessment of mental capacity to ensure that 
the IRO service has access to specialist knowledge within the team. 

 
Consider the recommendations in the Ofsted Report „Taking up the Challenge‟ to 
determine how the IRO service might be further improved. 

 
 
3. LEGAL CONTEXT 

 
The key statutory guidance relating to the IRO function is the Children and 
Young Persons Act 2008 which advised how local authorities should discharge 
their distinct responsibilities to looked after children. This guidance was further 
embedded in the Care Planning, Placement and Case Review (England) 
Regulations 2010. These regulations alongside the IRO handbook firmly state 
what the expected service roles and responsibilities are for IROs. The handbook 
solely concentrates on the IRO role in reviewing looked after children cases only. 
 
A key change in the guidance is that IROs responsibilities have been extended. 
The IRO function is now to “monitor the performance of the local authority across 
all their functions in relation to a child‟s Care Plan. As previously stated IRO also 
chair Child Protection Meetings in accordance with South Tyneside Safeguarding 
Board procedures and Working Together 2013. 
 
 
 
4. PERFORMANCE INFORMATION AND STATISTICAL DATA  
 
This section of the report will provide relevant statistical information gathered over 
the performance year 2013/2014 for Looked After Children.  This information was 
taken from the children looked after return (SSDA 903 return). 
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Number of LAC Children 
 
At the end of March 2014 there were 308 children looked after; there has been a 
reduction in looked after numbers since July 2013.  The overall number is the 
lowest reported since 2010/11.  This figure needs to be considered in the context 
of the number of children who are subject to child protection plans which has 
increased from 111 in 2012/2013 to 173 in 2013/14.  
 
There may be some discrepancies between data due to constant update and 
cleaning of data in previous years. 
 

2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14

CLA 319 315 314 308
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The number of children looked after has been steadily decreasing year on year 
and is now the lowest it has ever been. 
 
 
Characteristics of Children in Care at 31 March 2014 
 
Gender 
 
At the end of March 2014 the breakdown of looked After Children was 51% male 
and 49% female. 
 
Age 
 

i. 26% were under 5 
ii. 22% aged between 5 and 9 
iii. 36% aged between 10 and 15 
iv. 16% aged 16 or over 

 
Ethnicity 
 
84% of children in care on 31 March 2014 were White British with 11% coming 
from Black and Minority Ethnic groups.  The information was not obtained for the 
remaining 5%. 
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Placements 
 

 March 2013 March 2014 

% Fostered 75.1% 78.9% 

% Residential 12.8% 11.3% 

% Placed for Adoption 7.2% 7.5% 

% Placed with Parents 6.5% 2.3% 

 
The 11.3% of children in residential placements at 31 March 2014 includes 1 child 
who was in a secure unit. 
 

2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14

South Tyneside 106 107 108 105

Stat Neighbours 82.2 82.1 86.8 92.9

England 58 59 60 60
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Although our rate of Children Looked After per 10,000 population under 18 has 
decreased since 2012/13 we remain above statistical neighbours and the England 
Average although we have narrowed the gap with the statistical neighbours. 
 
Legal Orders 
 

Intrim Care Order Full Care Order Placement Order

Legal Orders Issued 62 135 69
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This compares to 2012 – 20113 when 131 Interim Care Orders, 145 Care Orders 
and 90 Placement Orders were made. 
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LAC Starts and Ends 
 
Children who return home to their birth family is the main reason for children 
ending their period of care closely followed by Adoption. This accounts for almost 
half of the reasons for children leaving care. 
 

2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14

LAC Starts 144 110 116 138

LAC Ends 119 115 119 150
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Net change in LAC 
 

2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14

Net Change 25 -5 -3 -12
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Looked After Reviews Held on Time  
 
Performance data in relation to the looked after reviews being held within statutory 
guidance for the end of March 2014 indicates performance has dropped from 
99.9% in 2013 to 95.6%, but is still in the best at 95-100%. 
 
Participation 
 

Under 4
Attends and 

speaks

Attends 
(Non Verbal 
communicat

ion)

Attends - no 
participation

Does not 
attend -

Advocate

Does not 
attend -

Facilitative 
Medium

Does not 
attend - no 

participation

192 242 2 3 107 187 20

0
50

100
150
200
250
300

 
 
Of the children who are over 4 at the time of the review almost 96% participated in 
some way, although only 44% of children actually attended the review. One of the 
service objectives for 2014 to 2015 will be to support and encourage Children and 
Young people to attend their Looked After Reviews with an aim to increase then 
participation from 44%. 
 
Placement Stability 
 
Measured performance in relation to placement stability indicates that South 
Tyneside has been in line or better than similar competitor authorities. 
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2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14

South Tyneside 77.0% 70.0% 69.0% 68.0%

Stat Neighbours 69.4% 66.6% 67.3% 68.9%

England 68.0% 68.0% 67.0% 67.0%

60.0%

65.0%

70.0%

75.0%

80.0%

Percentage

Long Term Stability of LAC

 
 
The above trend in placement stability within South Tyneside is helped by the 
level of support and training offered to the carers by both the Fostering Service 
and other professionals involved with the child.   
 
In 2013-14 there were 26 young people who had 3 or more placement moves; 4 of 
these young people have complex physical, emotional and mental health needs 
and as such required specialist placements.  The increase in placement moves 
were to ensure that their placement is the most appropriate to meet their needs.  
Other reasons for the placement moves within this cohort were due to challenging 
behaviours, resulting in placement moves to either a further foster care placement 
or a residential placement. 
 
 
 
5. CHILDREN WHO ARE PRIVATELY FOSTERED 
 
Parents may make their own arrangements for their children to live away from home; 
these are privately fostered children and the Local Authority must be notified of these 
arrangements. 
 
At the end of March 2014 the Local Authority was aware of 3 Privately Fostered 
children, which shows a decrease from 2013 when the number reported was 4. 
 
Given the small numbers this difference is unlikely to be significant. 
 
However, reported numbers remain low despite the efforts of the Local Authority and 
the STSCB to raise awareness of the need to notify the Local Authority of these 
arrangements.  

 
6. PERFORMANCE INFORMATION AND STATISTICAL DATA IN RELATION 

TO CHILD PROTECTION 
 
The number of children subject to a child protection plan (CPP) increased in 2013/14 
from 106 at the beginning of the year to 173 at the end of the year, as shown in the 
graphs below. 
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 Rate of CPPs per 10,000 aged 0-17 
 

 
 

Age groups of children on CPPs 
 

 2012/13 2013/14 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

% unborn 2% 0% 0% 0% 2% 

% under 1 11% 5% 3% 2% 0% 

% 1-4 years 31% 36% 32% 33% 31% 

% 5-9 years 29% 30% 29% 29% 34% 

% 10-15 years 25% 23% 28% 27% 25% 

% 16+ 2% 6% 8% 10% 8% 

 
Children move onto and away from CPPs throughout the year, so the population is 
not stable, so the proportion of children in each age group is likely to vary during the 
year. During the year the number also reduced. 
 
 
 Outcome of CPPs 12/13 
 

Closed/Transferred to OLA 9 

CIN 86 

LAC / Legal Proceedings 34 

 
 
Activity relating to child protection and looked after children 
 
Children subject to child protection plans and the escalation of concerns resulting in 
children becoming looked after is indicated below. 
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Participation in child protection conferences (ICPC) and reviews 
 
The process of seeking children‟s views is a multi-agency responsibility and 
therefore concerns all agencies. Social Workers, however, are the nominated lead to 
collate children‟s views for Initial Child Protection Conferences (ICPCs). 
 
For subsequent Child Protection Reviews it is the Core Group‟s responsibility to 
nominate the most appropriate professional to seek the children‟s views for the next 
review and this is now a standing recommendation from the Initial Child Protection 
Conference. The provision of advocacy services is also promoted where children 
and young people require support and representation. 
 
Children‟s views are sought for all children aged 4 upwards and a variety of methods 
are used, consultation forms, direct work with young people, drawings or written 
information. Young people aged 12+ dependent on family circumstances and level of 
functioning are also given an opportunity to attend child protection meetings if 
appropriate. 
 
Children‟s participation in their child protection conference and review has been 
formally recorded within the IRO service since September 2012 in order that 
performance can be monitored.  
 
Participation in Initial Child Protection Conferences. 
 

Month No. Children 
aged 4+ 

No. Participating 
in some form 

Percentage 
Participation 

April 2013 6 3 50% 

May 2013 4 2 50% 

June 2013 5 5 100% 

Jul 2013 25 21 84% 

August 2013 14 11 78.6% 

September 2013 21 5 23.8% 

October 2013 14 9 64.3% 

November 2013 8 5 62.5% 

December 2013 8 3 37.5% 

January 2014 6 5 83.3% 

February 2014 14 9 64.3% 

March 2014 8 5 62.5% 

2013/14 Year End 133 83 62.4% 
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Participation in Child Protection Reviews 
 

 

No. Children 
aged 4+ 

No. 
Participation in 
some form 

Percentage 
Participation 

April 2013 15 12 80.0% 
May 2013 22 19 86.4% 
June 2013 8 6 75.0% 
Jul 2013 17 15 88.2% 
August 2013 4 4 100.0% 
September 2013 29 25 86.2% 
October 2013 19 14 73.7% 
November 2013 25 18 72.0% 
December 2013 23 14 60.9% 
January 2014 15 7 46.7% 
February 2014 24 21 87.5% 
March 2014 21 14 66.7% 
2013/14 Year End 222 169 76.1% 
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Child Protection Reports Received on Time 
 
Another area of challenge was the receiving of child protection reports within 
the timeframe of two days before the scheduled child protection meeting. In 
2013/14 there were 119 initial child protection conferences.  There were 962 reports 
required for these conferences but only 625 (65%) were received 2 days prior to the 
Conference taking place.  A breakdown of the reports by agency type is provided 
below. 
 

 
 
There were also 196 child protection reviews held requiring 1637 reports from social 
workers and agencies.  Of the required reports only 1134 (69%) were received 2 
days prior to the review.  A breakdown of the reports by agency type is provided 
below. 
 

 
 
Reports received late by agency. 

 
The main areas requiring improvement were Social Work reports, Police reports and GP 
reports.   Compliance to the timeframe continues to be monitored by the LSCB. The 
IRO service will continue to monitor and challenge this performance to ensure families 
are given sufficient time to digest and challenge information and are supported to attend 
these difficult meetings. 
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7. THE CHILDREN’S STANDARDS UNIT 
 
The Safeguarding Manager/Local Authority Designated Officer manages the IRO 
service which is based at Gordon House in South Shields.  
 
Currently, there are six IROs who work full time.  One further IRO works 22 hours 
per week, term time only.  Since November 2012 one full time IRO has been 
seconded to a management position within the Local Authority and their workload 
has been dispersed within the team. This resulted in case loads increasing to an 
average of 89 for each IRO. 
 
The IRO Handbook recommends that case loads for IROs need to be between 50 
and 70.  Nationally, the average caseload for a IROs ranges between 50 and 95, 
as identified in a recent (December 2013) national benchmarking exercise. The 
size of caseload alone does not indicate the workload for each IRO due to the 
number of other responsibilities they have outlined in the changes to the IRO role.  
 
8. CHANGES WITHIN THE FUNCTION AND LOCATION OF THE IRO 

SERVICE 
 
The IRO service has been based within the Children‟s Standards Unit for a 
number of years.  The IRO service maintains its independent scrutiny and 
challenge through the service, being managed by the Safeguarding Manager.   
 
The independence of the IRO service has been further promoted and it now sits 
within the Corporate Commissioning Service to provide further independence of 
the service in relation to children protection and arrangements for looked after 
children. Historically, the service was directly managed within Children‟s Social 
Care. 
 
The changes made demonstrate the clear commitment of the Director of 
Children‟s Services to promote challenge within the Children, Adults and Families 
Group, promoting best outcomes for children who are looked after. 
 
The Strategic Safeguarding and Professional Practice Manager has direct line 
management responsibility for the Children‟s Standards Unit and within that, the 
role and function of the IRO Service. 
 
The Unit physically moved to Gordon House in South Tyneside in March 2013 
where a number of children‟s services are based, however, this does not include 
Children‟s Social Care. 
 
9. KEY RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE IRO  

 
The Children and Young Person‟s Act (2002) and the subsequent Care Planning 
and Review Regulations (2011) developed the role of the IRO and the introduction 
of the enhanced statutory requirements to monitor the performance of the Local 
Authority across its functions in relation to the child‟s plan. The Independent 
Reviewing Officer Handbook came into force in April 2011. New duties include: 
 
i. 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. 
ii. Visits to the child in advance of and between their reviews. 
iii. Visits to the children‟s placement if the review is not held there. 
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iv. Discussions with social workers in advance of reviews. 
v. Additional meetings with other key professionals including the children‟s 

guardian. 
vi. Attending planning meetings held in relation to the child, where relevant 
vii. Reading court bundles and potentially attending court, if necessary or 

required. 
viii. 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. 

ix. Where relevant, implement the Dispute Resolution Process (DRP). 
 

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. 
 
A key change in the IRO Handbook is that IROs responsibilities have been 
extended.  The IRO function is now to “monitor the performance of the Local 
Authority across all their functions in relation to a child‟s care plan”.  
 
The specific role of the IRO is to ensure that the plan is reflective of the child‟s 
needs and is being constantly applied to ensure the child‟s needs are being met. 
Furthermore, the plan is to ensure that the child is safeguarded from harm and 
that he/she are supported in achieving positive outcomes. 
 
Each child looked after by the Local Authority has an agreed Multi Agency Care 
Plan which should be regularly reviewed within care teams. The progression of 
identified needs should be reflected in the updated care plan, which in turn, feeds 
into the next Looked After Review. 
 
The IRO has a responsibility to challenge the planning and practice of the 
professionals working with the child if any issues rise in agreeing the care plan or 
working towards good outcomes for the child. The main functions are: 
 

i. Reviewing the child‟s care plan and promote positive outcomes for children 
who are looked after. 

ii. To ensure that the voice of the child is heard and given appropriate weight 
within care planning, and evidence the child‟s journey whilst they are 
Looked After. 

iii. To ensure that the child‟s care plan and placement is appropriate to his or 
her assessed needs. 

iv. To provide robust scrutiny and challenge to children services in relation to 
its function and performance.  

 
The statutory requirement for each looked after child is that an initial Looked After 
Review is carried out within 28 days of the date the child became looked after, the 
second review within 3 months (91 days) and the subsequent reviews within 6 
months (183 days) or earlier if required.  However, if there is any significant 
change of circumstances such as a change of plan, then the review is brought 
forward. The criteria for brought forward reviews should also consider those 
children where the plan is to rehabilitate the child/young person back to the care 
of their parents, extended family or significant other. 
 
The Government‟s inference that all Local Authority Children‟s Services need to 
place an emphasis on ensuring that children placed out of Borough need to be 
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seen as a priority ensuring that we can be confident that they feel safe within 
placement. This can require IROs to spend on occasions, two days away from the 
unit undertaking quality work to gain the views of the child and to inform the 
review process.  
 
The IRO chairs reviews for all children who placed for adoption and those in short 
break care subject to Regulation 48 of the Care Planning regulations. IROs also 
chair Looked After Reviews for those young people who are remanded into the 
care of the local authority; this is underpinned by the Legal Aid Sentencing and 
Punishment Act, 2012; section 106; regulation 9 (LASPO).  
 
The IRO Handbook stipulates that IROs should have access to independent legal 
advice. This is an area to be developed in South Tyneside although disputes are 
resolved through Dispute Resolution. 
 
The role of the IRO extends to: 
 

i. Chairing ICPCs and Reviews to ensure that children are safeguarded from 
harm. 

ii. Chairing meetings in relation to children who display sexually harmful 
behaviours (Assessment Intervention Meetings) ensuring risks are 
managed and the child‟s needs are met as well as considering the 
needs of victims. 

iii. Chairing Allegation Management meetings (AMMs) in relation to adults 
who work with children in a paid or voluntary capacity and who pose 
a risk to children/young people. 

iv. Chairing secure reviews for young people detained in secure 
accommodation. The young person is deprived of their liberty for their 
own safety and others. A review panel is convened consisting of 2 IROs 
and an independent IRO from another authority. 

v. Chairing Complex Abuse meetings in relation to complex sexual exploitation. 

vi. Offering advice and support to agencies in relation to safeguarding. 

vii. Providing robust scrutiny and challenge to Children‟s Services in relation to 
its function and performance. 

viii. Providing a quality assurance function to Children‟s Social Care and 
South Tyneside Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB). 

 
The Children‟s Standards Unit operates a daily duty system, this involves IROs 
responding to safeguarding enquiries and organising and directing responses to 
any risk posed to a young person within the Local Authority, including those young 
people missing from home. 
 
IROs contribute to service improvements within the Children‟s Standards Unit; this 
includes a recent review of the AMM‟s process and dispute resolution process.  
 
The IROs within the Children‟s standards Unit also undertake a number of other 
duties including supporting the work of the LSCB particularly in relation to training. 
The IROs within the Children‟s Standards Unit also contribute to the work of 
MALAP and sit on some of its sub groups; specifically young people‟s 
participation.  
 
During 2013/14 IROs were responsible for the undertaking of Regulation 33 visits 
and Foster Carer reviews.  IRO‟s continue to undertake Secure Reviews within 
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the consortium arrangements between neighbouring Local Authorities Sunderland 
and Gateshead.  
 
One IRO is the single point of contact for those children who are felt to be at risk 
of Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE). The designated IRO for CSE provides advice 
and support to Social Care and signposts person‟s making contact to the right 
processes and procedures to respond to the causes for concern. 
 
A total of 88 visits were made to 78 children during the year 2013/14. One IRO 
remained on secondment into a management position within social care, resulting 
in their caseload having to be shared between the remaining IROs. Similarly, 
there was one full time equivalent post on sick leave for 12 months, again 
resulting in redistribution of caseloads and this impacted on capacity to visit 
looked after children during their review period.  

 
10. SERVICE OBJECTIVES  
 
Due to recent changes in the IRO management structure and in light of the Munro 
Review, it was an ideal opportunity to review the service objectives and the quality 
assurance role of the IRO service in terms of challenge. 
 
Children and Young People Objectives 
 
The service objectives are to be further developed but include a commitment to 
childcare young people and families to ensure that we are: 
 

i. Listening to children and families 
ii. Working in partnership with children/young people, families and multi-

agency partners 
iii. Promoting participation 
iv. Valuing individuality and difference 
v. Monitoring the effectiveness of the child‟s plan 
vi. Quality assuring and promoting good practice 
vii. Being honest, open and transparent 
viii. Ensuring children and families matter 

 
Quality Assurance and Professional Practice 
   
The service objectives are to ensure that we: 
 

i. Develop an understanding and overview of the quality of practice in 
relation to safeguarding children and young people 

 
ii. Rigorously support, enable and challenge the safeguarding partnership 

in its arrangements to support and protect children and families. 
 

iii. Make good practice recommendations as part of a learning culture 
supporting continuous improvement. 

 
iv. Understand impact and outcomes for children, young people and 

families 
 
 
11. OFSTED RECOMMNEDATIONS, MAY 2013 
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South Tyneside Safeguarding and “Looked After” Inspection took place in May 
2013; the outcome overall was “adequate”. Recommendations for the IRO Service 
and the recommendations were as follows: 
 
 
 
Within 3 months: 
 

i. Ensure that case recording not only describes the process of visits and 
meetings with family members including children‟s views, but that this informs 
analysis of the child‟s circumstances and supports purposeful intervention.  

 
ii. Ensure that children and young people are, where appropriate, actively 

supported to attend their child protection conferences and are routinely 
encouraged to access advocacy services.  

 
Within six months: 
 

i. Ensure that Children and Young People‟s views and feelings about the 
interventions they receive are routinely recorded in their case files.  

 
The IROs service has embarked on a journey to improve practice and procedures 
in line with Ofsted recommendations and also in accordance with the Service Plan 
and Objectives. 
 
Children‟s Social Care restructure and redesign will reconfigure social work teams 
in order that looked after children‟s case responsibilities aligned to the 
Permanence and Reunification Teams (ILAC 1 & 2) where workers will develop 
skills and knowledge in progressing plans for looked after children.  
 
IROs have received in house specialist training in all aspects of placement where 
children are cared for by significant others in accordance with regulations 24 and 
26 of the Care Planning Regulations.    
 
An area for improvement in relation to looked after children was to improve the 
function of the recording system so that it is able to effectively describe the child‟s 
journey through care. The Local Authority is currently working towards the 
implementation of Liquid Logic. 
 
Areas of concern relating to quality or practice issues are now more robustly 
shared with managers in Children‟s Social Care who directly receive the 
compliance form to share in supervision with staff and their teams.  We also 
recognise that there is significant work to be undertaken to measure impact of 
practice improvement recommendations.   
 
We have established the Quality Improvement Group to strengthen the interface 
between the IRO Service and Children and Families Social Care considering how 
we can work together collaboratively, challenge robustly and maintain professional 
relationships.  In some circumstances it is necessary to follow the Resolution 
Process where challenge cannot be resolved informally.  
 
The Resolution Policy and Procedure is currently under review to ensure this is 
effective and robust, promoting best outcomes for looked after children. 
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12. PEER REVIEW 
 
Professor Eileen Munro‟s review of child protection has endorsed peer review as 
an approach that promotes learning form a sector led improvement perspective.   
 
Peer colleagues from Newcastle Council were invited to review the effectiveness 
of the Independent Reviewing Service (IRO) in March 2012.  This is a supportive 
process to assist councils and services to celebrate their strengths and identify 
areas for improvement.  
 
The review also focussed on the effectiveness of performance data and how this 
is used to improve practice and service delivery.  The Peer Review Team met with 
IROs, Social Workers‟ Managers and representatives from partner agencies. In 
2013-14, the Data Performance Team provided quarterly reports on performance 
for the Peer Review. Overall the outcome of the review was that the IRO Service 
was meeting the requirements of the IRO role. 
 
13. CORPORATE PARENTING 
 
Corporate Parenting is a concept that emphasises the responsibility and 
accountability of Local Authorities to achieve good parenting for children in care.  
Good Corporate Parenting means that all the needs of the child in care are met to 
the standards expected of a good parent. 
 
The role of the IRO is to support the Local Authority Corporate Parenting 
responsibilities by monitoring the activities of the Local Authority and encouraging 
appropriate action is taken to meet the needs of each child, enabling them to 
reach their full potential.  As part of this monitoring function the IRO also has a 
duty to monitor the performance of the Local Authority as a Corporate Parent and 
to identify any areas of poor practice. 
 
A new quality assurance check list has been developed in line with the Care 
Planning Regulations to be completed by IROs to monitor the quality of the care 
plan and the effectiveness of the Looked After Review process.  This checklist has 
been a manual tool however the IRO service has been working closely with the 
Data Performance Team to develop a more effective way of capturing data 
required to monitor practice.  It is envisaged that developments over 2014/15 will 
lead to a more effective electronic system that will be able to capture compliance 
information for each individual child and also the collective experiences of looked 
after children.  
 
14. EDUCATION 
 
The IROs review care plans and within that, have sight of the child‟s Personal 
Education Plan (PEP).  The IRO may make recommendations to reflect identified 
needs in the care plan where they relate to the PEP and where there is additional 
support required to enable the child to meet his/her targets.  
 
PEPs continue to be audited by The Place twice a year after the deadline for 
submission in October and March of the academic year and the findings are 
reported to the Virtual Governing Body. The data that is gathered is both 
quantitative and qualitative and is used in a variety of ways. For instance to 
provide interventions (e.g. 1:1 support), make referrals (pastoral support), provide 
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resources (e.g. laptop) or target a strategy at a particular area (e.g. improve foster 
carer attendance at PEP meetings). 
 
The strengths of PEPs continue to be that they are a routine part of what most 
schools do, they are completed and targets are SMART.  
 
To summarise the findings of the most recent audit: 
 

i. Whilst the quality of PEPs is variable the majority are completed and 
submitted by the required deadline  

ii. The majority of children report enjoying school, having friends and 
participating in out of school hours learning. They have access to ICT; have 
career aspirations and want to go onto Further Education. 

iii. Attendance at PEP meetings is good. 
iv. All children contribute towards their PEPs and 64% participate in meetings 
v. Foster carers involvement has increased from 69% to 76% 
vi. Social worker involvement has increased from 68% to 70% 
vii. The majority of PEPs have SMART academic targets. The most effective 

plans involve young people, are attended by the designated teacher, foster 
carer, social worker and young person. 

 
15. PARTICIPATION 

 
It is the role of the IRO is to ensure that the voice of the child is central to the 
review process. IROs visit children and young people prior to their reviews. They 
are prepared for their reviews and wishes and feelings are obtained. Children and 
young people are given the opportunity to chair their own reviews. However, 
attendance of children and young people at their reviews is evident in reports of 
the meetings and their participation, views, wishes and feelings is recorded. 
 
IROs continue to encourage children and young people where appropriate to chair 
their own Looked After Reviews. There are a number of young people who have 
been able to do this with the support of both their social worker and their IRO. 
However the majority of Children and Young People continue to express the view 
that they do not wish to take on board this responsibility which is understandable. 
However the requirement to visit children prior to their Looked After Review 
provides further opportunities to elicit their views and place a greater emphasis on 
the key priorities for children and young people who are looked after. 
 
Not all of the population of looked after children choose to be seen, however IROs 
do afford these children the opportunity to express their views over the telephone 
or by other facilitative means. IROs record these ways of participation on the IRO 
case notes. 
 
Children and young people are afforded the opportunity to have an independent 
visitor or advocate. This needs to be more visible in records of meetings and will 
be addressed in the actions for 2014/15. 
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Case Study 
 
How helpful is the IRO?   
 
“I love my IRO and have an excellent relationship with her. She is very friendly and always 

has my best interests at heart. My IRO is like an advocate and always helps me to say what I 

want to say. My reviews are very good and that I love being in control and chairing the 

meetings. In the past I have been immature and have learned to be understanding and listen 

more when things are being discussed. As I get older I want more control over my life and 

see the review as an opportunity to do this. I think my care team is there for me and would 

like to continue with the same people being involved in the future.” 

 
The IRO has a responsibility to gain the views of parents within the review 
process, this is important as it helps the IRO to understand the way in which the 
child is viewed by parents and to gain an idea of the life experiences of the child. 
The gathering of parental views is an area for further improvement and forms part 
of the Service Objectives for 2014 to 2015. 
 
One exception is that birth parents do not attend LAC review meetings when a 
child is subject to a placement order and about to be placed for adoption. Their 
views are sought and communicated to the meeting but they do not attend. 
 
16. INTERFACE WITH SOCIAL CARE 
 
A number of developments have happened to strengthen the interface with 
Children and Family social care: 

 
i. LAC compliance information is completed by the IRO and sent to the 

relevant Team Manager for action.  IROS record in the children‟s ICS 
system any discussions / informal resolution and outcomes. 

ii. Two IROs attend regular meetings to discussion practice and inspection 
preparation. One with practitioners and team mangers and one at the 
corporate level. 

iii. Meetings held bi-monthly are to be arranged between team managers 
and IROs to discuss working relationships and challenge. 

iv. The safeguarding manager has a schedule of quarterly meeting dates 
to attend the Children‟s Services Senior Management Team. 

 
17. QUALITY ASSURANCE 
 
South Tyneside has a Quality Assurance Framework for Children and Families 
Social Care, this includes the IRO service. The IRO manager undertakes monthly 
audits which are presented to the Director for Children‟s Services for scrutiny. 
 
IROs functions are included in the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) which 
was launched in November 2012 and relate to the monitoring function of the IRO 
role.  
 
IROs challenge the Local Authority in terms of progressing care plans for looked 
after children and use the resolution process where necessary.  It is hoped that 
matters can be resolved at the earliest opportunity and escalated when necessary 
and in line with the Resolution Process. 
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18. RESOLUTION PROCESS  
 
Section 118 of the Adoption and Children Act 2002 introduced a new statutory 
responsibility for IROs to 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.  All children who are looked after, 
including those in adoptive placements, prior to an adoption order being made are 
covered by these regulations. 
 
There is a resolution process established in South Tyneside to address any 
concerns that cannot be resolved informally between the social work teams and 
the IRO service.  The Care Planning and Case Review Guidance March 2010 
stipulate a timeframe of 20 working days to resolve issues.  This ensures timely 
conclusion of issues and avoids unnecessary delay for the child. 
 
Guidance relating to the resolution process and the role of the IRO is underpinned 
by: 
 

I. The Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations Volume 2. Care 
Planning, Placement and Case Review. March 2010.  

 
II. The IRO Handbook provides statutory guidance for Independent Reviewing 

Officers and Local Authorities on their functions in relation to case 
management and review for Looked After Children.  Department for 
Children, Schools and Families March 2010. 

 
The IRO handbook (Chapter 6, “Dispute Resolution and Complaints” P43) 
highlights one of the key functions of the IRO service is to resolve problems 
arising out of the Care Planning process.  It is expected that IROs will establish 
positive working relationships with the Social Worker of the children for whom they 
are responsible.  For example, issues in relation to care planning; the 
implementation of the care plan or decisions relating to it, resources or poor 
practice, the IRO will in the first instance, seek to resolve the issue informally with 
the Social Worker or the Social Worker‟s manager.  The IRO should place a 
record of this informal resolution process on the child‟s file. 
 
IROs in South Tyneside initially seek to resolve any concerns informally and will 
complete a compliance form in relation to Looked After Reviews. Team Managers 
are then responsible for following up any concerns raised in the compliance forms 
with the allocated social worker and feedback the outcomes to the IRO. 
 
Informal resolution activity by the IRO is inputted on the child‟s Integrated Children 
System (ICS) under the headline; “IRO case note”. 
 
If concerns cannot be resolved in a timescale that is appropriate to meeting the 
child‟s needs, the IRO should consider initiating the Resolution Process. 
 
Future Actions 
 

i. The IRO service will continue to record Resolution Cases and demonstrate 
the positive outcome for the young person. 

ii. The resolution process will be updated in view of new management 
arrangements for the service. 
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19. JUDICIAL REVIEW 
 
A report was presented by Justice Ryder in July 2012 detailing the proposals from 
the Family Justice Review.  These proposed changes will have implications for the 
IRO service.  The review of the family justice system is expected to be 
implemented in 2014 with the Children and Families Bill. 
 

i. Consideration should always be given to the voice of the child in Family 
Proceedings. 

ii. Robust case management of public law cases is dependent on a timetable 
based on evidence, compliance with that timetable and the directions given 
by the Court. 

 
The main focus of the Family Justice Review is to reduce delay in planning for 
children who are subject to public law proceedings. 
 
The proposal is to limit care cases to 26 weeks conclusion and to focus more 
scrutiny on the overall care plan in relation to looked after children. 
 
The Court is recommending quality assessments and analysis in the context of 
statements and assessment, and expects that reports are quality assured in order 
that significant reductions in delay can be addressed.  
 
In line with the Family Justice Review, South Tyneside‟s IRO service has 
implemented “brought forward” Looked After Reviews for those children who are 
subject to legal proceedings, holding this review prior to the final hearing. This is 
to ensure that the plan presented by the Local Authority is the appropriate plan to 
secure the child or young person‟s future welfare.  
 
The IRO service has also introduced the “brought forward” review for those 
children who are being rehabilitated back to their parents or significant others 
care.  This review is to ensure appropriate levels of support continue to be offered 
to the child and their families once they are no longer being looked after by the 
Local Authority but remaining subject to a CIN plan. 
 
The IRO Service also holds “brought forward” reviews prior to final hearings to 
ratify or challenge the plan proposed. 
 
20. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
This is the third Annual Report detailing the activity of the Childrens Standards 
Unit and forms the basis of gathering data and performance information in relation 
to its population of children and young people, who are either subject to child 
protection plans or looked after. 
 
New developments for 2013/2014 
 
Progression of the work in relation to young people chairing their Looked After 
Review. It is envisaged that a greater number of young people will chair their 
reviews in 2013/2014.  

i. New electronic system LCS to be implemented. 
ii. The service acknowledges that further additional work will be progressed in 

2013/2014 to ensure more effective capture of performance data and 
qualitative analysis of the themes and issues affecting looked after children. 
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iii. To work closely with the Performance and Information Team to streamline 
the data activity and develop a clearer reporting schedule. 

iv. To ensure effective analysis of data collection that contributes to the 
improvement of practice and outcomes for children and young people. 

v. In response to the new Safeguarding structure it will be necessary to 
measure the impact and outcomes of these new arrangements in relation 
to effectively challenging practice and continuous improvement. 

vi. To continue to raise the profile of the LADO role and inform other 
professionals of their responsibilities relating to this function. 

vii. To identify standards and the process for young people to attend, and 
where appropriate, chair their reviews. 

viii. To raise the profile of the IRO service in terms of identifying good practice 
and areas for improvement. 

ix. To be able to robustly evidence improvement and outcomes as a result of 
the service function and role. 

 
21. KEY PRIORITY AREAS FOR FURTHER DEVELOPMENT 

In May 2014, there was a change of management for the Children‟s Standards 

Unit. The Service Objectives and Key Deliverables have been reviewed and 

form the basis of the Action Plan for 2014/15. 

Targeted improvements for the service are: 

i. Significant improvements to the visiting pattern for children and young 

people during Looked After Reviews. 

ii. Significant improvements in evidencing the role of the IRO in case notes, 

this includes evidencing challenge. 

iii. Significant improvements in ensuring that records of the Looked After 

Review are out within timescales. 

iv. IROs to continue to contribute to a broad range of service developments 

including training and representation on MALAP subgroups. 

v. Working with partner Local Authorities in revising the guidance in relation to 

those children who are placed in secure accommodation. 

vi. IRO engagement within the Children in Care Council (CICC now known as 

MAGIC) forum, this will promote a direct link into this valuable group if 

young people, whereby their views can contribute to the improvement of 

the IRO service. 

 

 

Michael Hackett 

Interim Safeguarding Manager 

Childrens Standards Unit 


