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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1. PURPOSE 
 
1.1 To provide members with an overview of the work of the Independent Reviewing 

Officer Service for children in care (2016/2017) 
 
1.2 To provide members with an independent view of services for children in care as 

part of their corporate parenting role. This report is also presented at the 
Corporate Parenting Working Group. 

 
2. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
2.1 That the Committee note and comment on the performance outcomes and service 

development areas within the Report. 

2.2 Request Cabinet to recommend that Council consider this IRO Report as part of 
the Corporate Parenting Annual Report 2016/2017.  

 
3. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
3.1 It is the statutory duty for IRO Managers to produce an IRO Report for Council 

members and senior managers in children’s services to evidence that essential 
duties in relation to children in care are being carried out and that quality 
assurance and service improvement is taking place to improve outcomes for the 
children in care. 

3.2 This is the sixth Annual IRO Report produced in Poole. This report covers the 
period between April 2016 and March 2017. 

3.3 The attached report has been prepared in accordance with the guidance provided 
by the Secretary of State. 
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4. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
4.1 The IRO service is part of the quality assurance process for the quality and 

effectiveness of placements provided for children in care by Poole. 
 
4.2 Placement of children in care remains an area of cost pressure and involves 

Residential placements and independent fostering agency provision. The IRO 
service provides independent scrutiny for the children reunified with family 
members or returned to the Poole area within residential and foster care 
resources. This can prevent drift in expensive out of borough resources when a 
child is ready or able to move onto another resource. Close working arrangements 
have been formed with the new commissioning service especially in areas where 
there is tension in ending placements at an earlier than planned date. 

 
5. LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1 The Borough of Poole has a legal duty to provide an independent reviewing 

service supporting the arrangements for children in care. The Poole IRO Service 
has been in place since 2002 and has undertaken statutory reviews for children in 
care following guidance from the Review of Children’s Cases (England) 
Regulations 2004, with clarified and extended guidance from section 118 of the 
Adoption and Children’s Act 2001. 

 
5.2 The Secretary of State issued a statutory guidance framework in 2010 in the form 

of an IRO Handbook which underpins our local service delivery. This recommends 
good practice, caseload weightings and areas where challenge to the local 
authority services would be expected. 

 
6. RISK MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS 
 
6.1 The IRO service is a key part of the quality assurance measures around the 

service delivery for children in care and can advise on whether the Council is 
meeting its responsibilities as a corporate parent and that outcomes for children in 
care are good. 

 
6.2 An ineffective IRO service could expose the council to reputational and financial 

Risk, if it failed to identify and address poor quality in service delivery for children 
in care. The Borough of Poole can evidence constructive IRO challenge when 
services have been unsatisfactory and also in the recommendation of alternative 
improved quality service delivery. This has been a significant part of the 
improvement plan in 2017. 

 
7. EQUALITIES IMPLICATIONS 
 
7.1 The Borough of Poole clearly identify children in care as being a vulnerable group 

at risk of poor outcomes in terms of education, health and other life chances. 
 
7.2 The IRO service gives a voice to the children in care throughout the year and can 

improve outcomes, both for the individual children but also for the child care 
population in Poole as a whole. 
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7.3 The IRO role also needs to ensure that minority needs are recognised for children 
in care.  The 2016/2017 period noted that children in Poole’s care were: 70% 
male, 78% British, 88% without disability and 69% were aged 10 – 18 years. 
Children from the Black and Ethnic Minority (BEM) require significant specific 
planning to promote their cultural identity; the 20 young people requiring care from 
the unaccompanied asylum group, the percentage of BEM children has increased.  

 

2013 9.7% 

2014 8.3% 

2015 12% 

2016 16% 

2017 22% 

 
 
8. CONCLUSIONS 
 
8.1 Key Messages from the 2015/2016 IRO Report  

 The change in the management structure and staffing of the IRO team has 
enabled the implementation of a Service Improvement Plan.  There is now a 
focus on measuring the quality and delivery of the IRO service and improving 
the evidence of this.  The improved staffing position, with sessional and 
emergency cover, has enabled the manager to reduce the need of operational 
involvement and loss of focus on the team’s functioning and delivery of 
challenge for Children’s Services.  

 The IRO team are embedding a formal alert system to replace the previously 
ineffective escalation system.  This will provide evidence of challenge to 
Children’s Social Care services and give a clearer ‘Footprint’ of service activity.  
Challenges need to be broadened to other areas of children’s services for 
Children in Care, such as Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service 
(CAMHS) and Education, where gaps in service delivery are evident. 

 During 2016/2017 the IRO service had good sight of all the Care Plans for the 
194 Children in Care and for the 79 other children passing through the care 
system.  Care planning is generally good and IRO’s are aware and involved in 
processes where Children in Care are unsettled or presenting with challenging 
stages of their journey in care. 

 During 2016/2017 all 273 of the Children in Care who were eligible for statutory 
reviewing, had reviews.  Of the 549 reviews held, 537 were on time.  Reasons 
for the 12 late reviews, affecting 8 children, were clearly recorded. 

 Reunification of children within their Birth families continues to be a priority for 
young people in care unless plans for permanence have been established.  (33 
children were returned to parents and 12 were made subjects of Special 
Guardianship Orders). 

 There has been a significant drive by Children’s Services to return young 
people placed out of borough, back to local placements.  There has been a 
notable reduction of children placed in residential establishments 20 miles or 
more from Poole.  This improves the likelihood of family involvement and 
reunification, better use of Borough of Poole services and a reduced cost.  10% 
of Children in Care (17) are still placed 20 miles or more from Poole but the 
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majority of these are in adoption placements or with relatives working on plans 
for permanence. 

 The numbers of Children in Care increased in 2016/2017.  Two significant 
factors for this are the 20 unaccompanied asylum seekers requiring care and a 
heightened care proceedings activity with the children needing Care Status until 
their placement for permanence outside the care system via adoption or other 
orders. 

 
8.2 Areas for improvement in 2017/2018 

Ensure that progress is evidenced on the Service Implementation Plan.  This 
would include; 

 Ensure that the challenge of colleagues in Children’s Services is effective, 
well recorded and leads to improvement in outcomes.  Extend this activity 
with Education and CAMHS service deliverers. 

 Embed the systems for management oversight of the IRO team’s 
performance with particular reference to report writing and timeliness of 
reviews. 

 The Quality Assurance (QA) Manager to work with Pan Dorset colleagues to 
provide QA templates for both Child Protection and Child in Care work.  This 
would also include observation of IRO/CP Chairs work and provide feedback 
to ensure standards are good. 

 Pan Dorset managers to explore ways of unifying services across the 3 
Boroughs and also to attend Regional Meetings to ensure compliance within 
the South West Regional Group. 

 Develop a needs based process for IRO direct involvement with Child in 
Care between formal reviews.  This will require monthly caseload targets 
with monitoring of success rates. 

 QA Manager to develop the sessional cover for Child Protection 
Conferences (target August 2017). 

 The IRO team to recommend matches of young people with the 
Independent Visitors, now readily available.  A target for matching is July 
2017 via one to one discussions. 

 Improve the use and take up of advocacy and Rights work for young people 
in care by way of a refreshed contract (tender for service to be completed by 
October 2017). 

 Embed the recently refurbished Consultation documents and IRO leaflets 
into the system with support of the Business Support team. 

 

Strategic Director  Jan Thurgood  
Contact Officer  John McLaughlin, Senior Quality Assurance and Safeguarding 
Manager (LADO) 
Email: j.mclaughlin@poole.gov.uk   
Tel: 01202 714677 
 


