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ANNUAL REPORT OF THE INDEPENDENT REVIEWING OFFICER 
SERVICE (IRO) 2016-2017 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
The Borough of Poole has a well established Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) 
service that continues to promote the wellbeing of Children in Care (CiC).  
 
The IRO has the duty of quality assuring each child’s care plan throughout the year 
and providing challenge and scrutiny where plans are not progressing well.  All the 
children in care have an allocated IRO and every child has had regular and timely 
reviews within the statutory process. 
 
Performance indicators for IRO performance with Poole children in care in 2016/17 
continue to be generally positive; 98% of reviews (537 of 549) were held on time, an 
improvement of 1% from 2015/16.  The voice of the child in their review processes 
has been evident as participation has been at 81% over the past five years. 
 
Successes for children, achieved with IRO contributions include successful 
reunification of children with their families; a reduction in children placed in 
residential accommodation at a distance from Poole; and a high number of children 
reaching permanence through adoption, special guardianship orders and child 
arrangement orders. 
 
273 children were in care at some point in 2016-2017. At the beginning of the year 
(April 2016) there were 180 children in care and at the end of March 2017 there were 
194. Within this number are 16 additional unaccompanied asylum seeking young 
people who became children in care in 2016-17. Additional pressures were 
experienced by the IRO service with the continued rise in numbers of admissions 
and departures from care.  
 
The service has implemented an improvement plan to ensure continued 
improvement and learning.  This is aligned to the Child Protection Improvement plan 
led by Kevin Jones, Head of Service for Children and Young People - Social Care 
(CYPSC).  
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1. Purpose Of This Report 

 
1.1. This report fulfils the statutory requirement to make available an Annual 

Report of the Independent Review Officer Service for scrutiny by members of 
the Corporate Parenting Working Group. It is designed to assist members in 
their Corporate Parenting role. 

 
1.2. The report clarifies the function of the IRO team, reports on the achievements 

in 2016-2017 and identifies areas for further development.  
 

2. The Statutory Duties of the Independent Reviewing Officer 
 
2.1. The role of the IRO is set out in the DfE IRO’s Handbook 20101. The IROs 

primary focus is to quality assure the care planning and review process for 
each child in care within statutory timescales.  

 
2.2. IROs have a duty to listen to the young person’s voice (wishes, feelings and 

experience) as plans are developed.  
 

2.3. The IRO is responsible for assessing whether the care plan meets the needs 
of the child, to monitor and review the child’s case throughout the year and, 
where necessary, challenge practice and decision making.   

 
2.4. The IRO has a key role in identifying drift in actions and raising concerns with 

the appropriate operational staff or managers.   
 
2.5. IROs have a specific responsibility for ensuring that appropriate decision 

making processes and assessments have taken place for any siblings 
brought into care and placed separately from each other.   
 

2.6. IROs have a responsibility to ensure that reunification of children occurs with 
parents or relatives wherever this is in the child’s best interests. 
 

                                            
1
 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-reviewing-officers-handbook 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-reviewing-officers-handbook
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2.7. IROs have a duty to ensure that the Local Authority provide adequate support 
for children leaving care and a review is held. 
 

2.8. IROs have a duty to ensure that the Local Authority provide a good quality of 
support (education, health and psychological services) before transition to 
adult services occurs and advise an early review to achieve this. 

  
2.9. IROs are expected to be involved in key meetings, court processes and to be 

kept informed of any key events in the child’s life.  It is not, however, the 
IRO’s role to manage the case, supervise the social worker or create the care 
plan. The IRO does not hold case responsibility or makes the decision for 
coming into care.  The IRO does however have influence over the quality of 
planning and the focus on potential reunification or exit from care. 

 
2.10. IROs provide a written record of the review process, noting the voice of 

the child (wishes, feelings and perceptions of events), views of the birth 
parents or significant adults, the views of involved professionals and an 
overall quality statement of the whole plan.   The care plan itself notes the 
education, psychological and emotional development, contact with key 
relatives, and health of the child in care. The review often recommends 
additional actions and interventions and these are recorded in the review 
report for the responsible team manager for consideration and action. 

 
3. The IRO service in the Borough of Poole 

 
3.1. The IRO Service in Poole is based in the Commissioning and Improvement 

Service and reports directly to the SUH C&I, SUH CYPSC, Director of 
Children’s Services, elected members and the Chief Executive. 

 
3.2. The team consist of 4 FTE Conference and Review co-ordinators who 

undertake the roles of IROs, Child Protection Conference Chairs and 
undertake quality assurance activity. The case load of children in care and 
those subject of a child protection plan is split between these four post 
holders. The IRO handbook advises caseloads should be 50-70 cases for an 
IRO in a year, so any time that CiC numbers in Poole are above 140 per year 
children, the service is likely to be under pressure.  In the second part of 
2016/17 the reduction of children on Child Protection Plans has meant more 
IRO time being available to CIC’s.  In 2016/17 caseload scrutiny led to senior 
management agreement to using sessional IRO time. 

 
3.3. All children in Poole have an allocated IRO and this is arranged as soon as 

they come into care.  The IRO will then provide a consistent and long term 
relationship with that child, whilst they are in care, and will be informed of all 
key events and changes by the key professionals responsible for their care. 
The same IRO is allocated across a sibling group wherever possible to 
provide consistency and to address joint issues such as contact, 
consideration of re-unification and overview of sibling assessments. It also 
reduces duplication of reviews. 
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3.4. IROs participate in key meetings for the children throughout the year.  These 
include Permanence Planning Meetings (PPM), Legal Gateway Meetings 
(LGM), Letter Before Proceedings (LBP), Adoption Tracking Meetings, 
Permanence Tracking and a large number of individual planning meetings.  
IRO’s in Poole can request meetings where concerns or unmet needs have 
been identified. 

 
3.5. Each IRO is an experienced, knowledgeable social work professional and all 

have established good relationships with each child on their caseload. It is 
the longevity of service that provides consistency and substance to the 
relationship and can be a constant where the allocated social worker for the 
child changes. The IROs bring to the care planning process a good 
knowledge and realistic expectations for CiC. 

 
3.6. IROs in Poole are enabled to carry out their role most effectively by: 

 having established positive relationships and access to all staff within 
CYPSC and the Child Health and Disability (CHAD) Team in CYPL; 

 having open access to all case records for children in care; 

 using well established IRO links with birth parents, children, carers and 
key professionals; 

 participating and raising key issues at CYPSC management meetings; 

 being involved in pre-care processes such as chairing child protection 
conferences and threshold discussions, which increases their knowledge 
of the families and also their understanding of any potential reunification 
with family; 

 established links with psychological services professionals; 

 having an increased awareness of risks for children in care who are 
missing or vulnerable to CSE and being able to raise alerts where 
indicators have not already been addressed; 

 understanding messages from SCRs and being able to consider the 
learning in their practice; 

 receiving notifications of children’s CAFCAAS guardians and developing 
closer links with them;  

 direct line of reporting open to the Director of Children’s Services should 
the need to escalate concerns arise.  The DCS meets on a 3 monthly 
basis with the IRO team to discuss challenges, progress and any issues of 
concern; 

 links with the Virtual School team to check on progress of all school age 
young people; 

 liaison with the Specialist Nurse for Children in Care and Care Leavers 
and the LAC Health Team.  

 Bournemouth, Dorset and Poole managers are meeting on a regular basis 
and a QA system for IRO work is being refreshed and laid out across all 3 
Local Authorities.  
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4. Increasing numbers of CiC in Poole and the impact on the IRO service 
 

4.1. The Borough of Poole has acknowledged a need for greater scrutiny and 
understanding of why numbers have increased steadily since 2011.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.2. The IRO manager attends a weekly care and permanence panel with CYPSC 
senior managers and a commissioning manager.  Every potential care episode is 
scrutinised and an independent opinion is welcomed from the IRO service. 
 

4.3. There are some very complex case situations that require IRO involvement and 
scrutiny.  Children in care are screened and monitored for child sexual 
exploitation risk, missing episodes, changes of placements and challenging 
behaviours.  IRO’s need to be available to attend, assess and occasionally 
challenge any developments on these cases.   

 
4.4. In 2016/17 16 Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking young people have entered 

Poole through the Port and become children in care to Poole and have added a 
considerable challenge to local services, including the IRO service. The need to 
ensure cultural, language, emotional, educational and health services are 
available and given adequate attention, has meant complex review and care 
planning arrangement. 
 

4.5. There are also a number of settled and positive placements that require very little 
scrutiny or oversight by the IRO. 

 
4.6. The increased numbers and complexities are evident in above.  Some children 

entered the care system and were in placement for less than 20 working days, 
therefore not requiring an IRO review of their care plan. However, the increased 
numbers do have an impact on the team’s ability to fulfil all of their functions to a 
high standard. Keeping records up to date and seeing some children between 
reviews is usually the challenge. This was recognised in 2016/17 with a 
management re-structure and the ability to use some additional sessional work. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Year 
(April to 
March) 

CiC on 31st March  CiC during the year 

2011 134 181 

2012 157 209 

2013 145 223 

2014 152 232 

2015 176 250 

2016 180 266 

2017 194 273 
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5. Performance indicators for children in care and the IRO influence 
 

5.1. There are a number of positive outcomes measured by key indicators, which 
are influenced by IRO involvement and scrutiny in the following ways: 
 

 Adoption rates remain high and timescales for adoption are good.  Drift in two 
cases has been challenged by IRO’s but often Court queues and time tabling 
causes delay. 
 

 IROs challenge a small number of placement moves where they are not in the 
child’s interest. Reviews have also considered moves of children back to the 
locality and more rigorous challenge about the residential placements and 
their effectivity, especially at such a distance from local services. The social 
work and placement teams have achieved positive placement stability: 

o 69.23% of the children that had been in care over 2.5 years have been 
in the same placement for 2 or more years (increase from 86% in 
2015/16).  

o In 2016/17 there was a significant reduction in the number of children 
who had been in 3 or placements during the year (4.12% in 2016/17 
from 12% in 2015/16).  

 

 CiC reviews are including reunification questions and some reunification has 
occurred for children well established in care.  These have not been easy 
plans and have required safety planning and significant resource outlay to 
achieve success. In 2016/17 the highest percentage of children leaving care 
was to return home to parents; 33 young people returned home to their 
parents’ care, 12 had special guardianship orders with placements with 
relatives or carers. 

 
5.2. 100% of the 273 children in care during 2016/17 for more than 20 days had a 

review. 
 

5.3. The BoP IRO service continues to ensure that a high percentage of statutory 
care planning reviews for children in care are on time.  98% (537 of the 
549)reviews achieved in Poole in 2016/17 were on time, with the 8 late 
reviews affecting 12 children.  The following table sets out performance over 
years. 

 
 

Year 
Reviews 
Achieved 

On Time % 

2012 – 2013 467 456 98 

2013 – 2014 460 446 94 

2014 – 2015 479 465 97 

2015 – 2016 460 446 97 

2016 – 2017 549 537 98 

 
5.4. Between 2012 and 2017 participation by young people in their care planning 

reviews has been at 80% or over. In 2016/17 88% of those children in care 
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eligible to participate in their reviews did so. Of the 12% who did not, a 
number of were aged between 0-4 years old. 

 
6. Participation of children and their parents in Care Plan reviews 

 
6.1. In 2016 the LGA peer review noted that the voice of the child was firmly 

embedded in reviewing processes. IRO’s attempt to meet young people 
before a review to hear their wishes and feelings without influences from a 
3rd party. The voice of the young person is always sought in a care planning 
review but the young people can also choose not to participate.  This is not 
always due to negative reasons, as some young people are very settled in 
permanent placements and do not want to be reminded of the care status.  
IRO’s visit a small number of young people between reviews and if they have 
not participated in a review for a negative reason, they are given a fresh 
opportunity to share their wishes and feelings. 

 
6.2. Advocacy services are offered to all CIC aged between 8 and 18. Out of 

Borough placements are a priority for this service.   The low take up of 
advocacy services for CIC still raises some concern.  While young people are 
asked about this service, the majority of young people feel they can express 
themselves well or have other people as advocates such as birth family, 
carers, IRO’s or social workers. 

 
6.3. Independent Visiting services continue to be offered for all CiC but the take 

up and interest in this service continues to be low. In 2016/17 Action for 
Children have improved their provision and training processes for 
independent visitors.  Two young people have this service but are arising 18. 
There are currently 13 IV’s available and a number of young people are 
matched for further assessment and provision of this service. 

 
6.4. Birth parents and significant relatives’ views are recorded for every review. 

Where they are not available reasons are noted in the review record. IROs 
have recognised the need for social worker information about whether there 
have been significant changes in circumstances with a view to re-unification 
as an area for ongoing assessment.  This is an area that IRO’s have raised 
questions about, as birth parents views / current situation have been missing 
from some care plans. 

 
6.5. Young people are aware of the complaints process and the IRO’s would 

facilitate this when required. In 2016-17, 22 complaints were made about 
CYPSC, including 4 directly from CIC. Issues raised included communication, 
contact and placement delay. All complaints and concerns have been 
explored and investigated under Stage 1 of the Children Act Complaints 
process and appropriate actions identified for the follow up. The Director of 
Children Services and Service Unit Head receive details of complaints raised 
by individual children in care. IROs may become involved in resolving issues 
through Care Plan reviews. 

 
6.6. Poole ‘Kidz in Care’ have met with the Director of Children’s Services, 

Advocacy Service, Head of Service and IRO Manager and put on record a 
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number of issues causing them concern. Contact with siblings, placements 
separate from siblings, changes of social worker and access to recreational 
resources are examples of this.  These issues are communicated to IRO’s 
who monitor this area of activity for improvement. 

 
7. IROs concerns in 2016/17 
 

7.1. The ‘footprint’ of the IRO service (recorded evidence of challenge and 
impact) in Poole has needed substantial improvement.  While there has 
always been challenge, negotiation and discussion by IRO’s with key 
managers and social work staff, records do not reflect the level of activity. 
 

7.2. In 2016/17 the Safeguarding Team Alerts Policy was revised based on 
guidance offered by the 2010 IRO handbook. This was implemented in the 
latter part of the year and activity is kept on a spreadsheet to provide 
evidence of challenge and any changes that result from this challenge. 
 

7.3. In 2016/17 about 20 alerts have been raised (7 formally recorded for Q4) and 
have focused on issues such as: 

 number and type of placement change; 

 the quality of assessments and delay in actions; 

 the lack of paperwork and preparation for cic care planning reviews; 

 the drift in adoption applications for 2 cases; 

 the lack of clarity about social work input in a review period. 
All these alerts have been responded to by the team manager and only one 
has needed to be raised with a principal manager for action. 

 
7.4. Below the formal alert system, the IRO’s are now recording discussions and 

lower level challenges with colleagues in social care.  The IRO footprint 
needs to be more evident in all processes, this is part of the pressure 
referenced in section 4. 

 
7.5. A quality statement is required for every review and any recommended 

actions are recorded and sent to social care for attention. Examples of issues 
raised by IRO’s in the care planning documents are:   

 concerns about young people placed in residential placements where 
there are questions about the quality and quantity of safe monitoring and 
care.  On one occasion this led to a prompt move of the child to a more 
local resource. 

 concerns about the unplanned placement of additional children to a 
placement.  There is high pressure on placement availability particularly in 
local in-house provision, but these ill-prepared placements can cause 
other young people to become unsettled and then they could require a 
move to new carers.  There has been evidence of more consultations with 
IRO’s but not in all cases. 

 varying quality of viability assessments for placement with 
relatives/parents or adoption, the delay in sibling assessments (should 
they stay together or be separated) has been raised on 2 occasions. 

 lack of clarity in the social work role with children in care remains a 
concern in a small but significant number of cases.  Life story work, 

http://www.proceduresonline.com/poole/childcare/user_controlled_lcms_area/uploaded_files/Safeguarding%20Team%20Alert%20Policy%2016.01.2017.doc
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revising contact arrangements and planning for the future are often pieces 
of work appearing in plans but not actioned. 

 Siblings in care have assessments to decide on attempting to achieve 
placements together or apart.  IRO’s have challenged plans where this has 
not been well analysed or where resource availability has led to 
separation. 

 
8. Other ways in which the IRO service supports children in care 
 

8.1. IRO’s are being consulted on significant changes to placements and are 
invited to key planning and professionals meetings. This has been key in 
2016/17 as the impact of improved commissioning services for social care 
have led to a rigorous challenge to Out of Borough Residential placements.  
This has included revisiting reunification possibilities for older children as 
parents’ circumstances may have improved and a need to examine specific 
financial challenges that independent fostering provision has caused. 
 

8.2. Improved working between children’s guardians and IRO’s in planning for 
children involved in the PLO process. 

 
8.3. IRO’s attend monthly CYPSC permanence tracking meetings where all 

children in care, without permanence, are discussed and the plan driven.  
Reunification, Special Guardianship orders or Child Arrangement Orders or 
Adoption Orders are considered at this panel.  IRO’s have a significant role in 
these meetings ensuring plans are on track and not subject to drift. 

 
8.4. Where education is not achieved, or planning has been slow to deliver, IRO’s 

have raised this as a quality issue. The IRO team meet termly with the Virtual 
School Team and discuss all the children of school age.  Children without full 
time or appropriate placements are highlighted and action plans are agreed 
upon.  The IRO’s can raise alerts to social care or education managers if the 
plan is inadequate or if the decisions may be financial as opposed to 
achieving best outcomes for a child. 

 
8.5. There are a small number of children in care with significant disability (7 in 

2016-2017) who live with parents, but require a short break provision 
exceeding 75 nights a year. This gives them a CiC status under statutory 
guidance and they receive an IRO service where they are recognised as 
being very vulnerable due to their significant disability. There are no IRO 
issues identified for this cohort.  
 
 

9. Quality Assurance of Commissioning of residential and IFA services 
 

9.1. IRO’s had raised concerns about the QA processes with residential and IFA 
resources as they were not being monitored as closely as in-house provision. 
In 2016/17 the CYPSC and C&I unit developed new commissioning 
processes in which quality assurance information about the resources is now 
available.  This allows the IRO to focus on the child’s plan and not to attempt 
to assess the quality of provision. This is achieved by: 
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 Regulation 44 monthly reports of all residential resources which are read, 
action points collected and the IRO/Social Work teams kept fully informed. 

 IRO attendance at a weekly virtual placement meeting to discuss and 
collect commissioning arrangements for CIC and to be aware of specific 
concerns. 

 The commissioning team ensure that targeted outcomes are part of the 
contract process and that the IRO can link these outcome goals to care 
plan. This is an area for further improvement. 

 Regular discussion between the commissioning manager and IRO’s about 
any concerns or challenges required.  This process has led to a greater 
range of resources being sourced for children in the care of Poole 
including local residential resources reducing the need for long journeys to 
Shropshire, Kent and the Midlands. 

 
10. Progress against recommendations made in the 2015/16 Annual IRO report 

 

Recommendations from 
2015/16 

Position for end of 2016/17 

Recruiting a bank of 
sessional IROs to support 
capacity issues. 

Two sessional IROs in place. 

The QA role of the IRO 
Manager will be improved 
with systems to manage 
caseload allocation, clarity 
around priorities, 
expectations around visits to 
CiC, performance reporting 
of timescales of reviews and 
completion of write ups, 
observations of conferences 
and reviews, audits of 
written care plans, and  
recorded supervisions.  

The Senior QA manager (LADO) post is now in 
place with a clearer focus on managing the team 
and developing the Child Protection and IRO duties.   
 
Progress of improvements are monitored through 
CRC Improvement plan. 
 

To continue making the IRO 
footprint more apparent by 
ensuring all issues raised by 
IRO’s with service providers 
are recorded on case 
records and an escalations 
log allows for tracking of 
issues raised to resolution. 
This will in turn ensure that 
those escalations which 
need to be raised at SUH or 
DCS level occur and that 
senior management are fully 
informed of any issues 
raised as concerns. 
 

The revised alert system is working but needs to 
encompass a wider range of critical comment.  At 
this time the focus is on social work practice and 
social care delivery services.  The alert system 
needs to focus on other services in which the needs 
of children in care require improvement. 

 
Discussions with CAMHS and Education are being 
arranged to embed an alert system for both of those 
agencies.   
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Recommendations from 
2015/16 

Position for end of 2016/17 

Developing the IRO scrutiny 
and quality assurance of 
placement decisions with 
the assistance of 
commissioning colleagues. 

IRO’s are now part of planning meetings and 
professionals meetings convened when new 
planning is required.  IRO’s often convene meetings 
especially when issues of concern arise and need 
clarification. 
The team manager and IRO’s can attend the weekly 
Virtual Placement team meeting which provides 
progress reports of placement searches, hard to 
place young people and an opportunity to look at the 
quality of placement already in use. 
The IRO manager also attends a weekly care and 
permanency panel meeting where edge of care or 
placement decisions are made following 
professional assessments.  The IRO oversight and 
opinion is valued and noted. 
The commissioning team and IRO manager oversee 
all the monthly independent quality assurance 
reports for residential resources, Regulation 44 
reports, used by our children in care.  Action plans 
can be considered if concerns arise. 

Continue to improve the 
links with the Children’s 
Guardian Services. Ensure 
that all Poole CiC 
proceedings have a 
successful link between 
Guardian and IRO. 
Additionally, team meetings 
between the teams will be 
arranged to share issues 
and build  improved 
relationships.  

All legal proceedings now have a letter from the 
Guardians service to the IRO service inviting an 
immediate link - communication details of both 
teams are now in place. There is evidence of close 
working between the services with a number of 
guardians.  In some cases the CYPSC, IRO and 
Guardian do not agree on the plans and these 
discussions have led to representations in Court. 
There is a line of communication between the IRO 
manager and the service manager for the South 
West region of guardians. Joint team meetings have 
not been possible to achieve and have not been 
pursued. 

Advocacy service provision 
for 2016-2017 will require a 
new contract. Arrangements 
for disability advocacy will 
be met with short term 
assistance from adult 
services. The new contract 
(March 2017) will focus on 
delivering this unmet need.  

There is a new tender for service renewal in October 
2017. Action for Children Contract has been 
extended until 31.11.2017. 
 

Birth parents and children’s 
consultation documents 
need to be redesigned and 
a new system for distribution 
arranged.  
 

Leaflets and letters have now been refreshed and 
documents for birth parents, carers and young 
people are to be re-launched in June 2017. 
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Recommendations from 
2015/16 

Position for end of 2016/17 

Develop improved links 
between the IRO team and 
the Corporate Parent 
Councillors by way of 
meetings to discuss issues 
and invitations to team 
meetings.  

During 2016/17 the IRO manager has met with 3 
councillors on a 1:1 basis to explain the team 
business plan and areas of improvement.  

 
Councillors have also attended various events with 
the looked after children including music events, the 
Award and Celebration event and meetings to hear 
their voice and own improvement agenda. 

 
The IRO Manager has also presented the Annual 
reports at overview and scrutiny panel and attended 
meetings with specific interest for the children in 
care. 

 
The strategic and team manager for the IRO team 
also attend a quarterly meeting with key Councillors, 
the Chief Executive and Heads of Service. 

 
11. CRC improvement Plan 2017/18 (for IRO services) 
      

OBJECTIVE ACTION 

1. Participation 
opportunities for 
children, families and 
carers to be supported 
with opportunities to 
contribute in a range of 
ways. 

1.1. Re-implement use of Consultation paperwork in 
CiC Reviews. 

1.2. Challenge current advocacy service to perform to 
a better standard. 
Re-commission advocacy services post Sept 17. 

1.3. Systems to monitor use and demand for 
Independent Visitors for CiC. 

2. The CRC Team has 
sufficient capacity to 
manage workloads and 
to perform well, against 
performance 
framework. 

2.1. Embed sessional CRC arrangements and review 
where we can increase cover for CP 
Conferences. 

2.2. Review capacity and performance issues for 
improvement plan 2018/19. 

3. Team members’ 
performance is 
appropriately overseen 
and professional 
developments 
supported. 
 

3.1. Develop QA templates for use to scrutinise 
effectiveness of CRC role  (Pan-Dorset if 
possible). 

3.2. Agree expectations about visits to Children in 
Care outside of CiC reviews. 

3.3. Use systems to manage performance of 
timeliness of CP and CIC meeting and reporting. 

3.4. Observations of practice embedded in practice / 
Dip sampling of case work embedded in practice 

3.5. Meet with colleagues performing the same role in 
Bournemouth and Dorset to share good practice 
as well as regional meetings. 

 


