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Executive Summary 

 Review of outcome for Croydon’s looked after children, IRO service and case practice 

 Numbers of Local LAC have reduced slightly; increase in UASC numbers 

 More children now accommodated under Sec. 31 Full Care Orders than Sec. 20; testament 
to ongoing efforts of the “caring for the right children agenda.” 
 

 Stability of placements continues to be above the national average 

 Improved delivery of health assessments/services to LAC 

 Majority of young people tell us they are  happy with their placements 

The IRO service has successfully recruited staff and the service is now 100% staffed with permanent 

employees 

There has been more robust monitoring & tracking of care proceedings for children 5 and under 

creating improved timeliness of initiating proceedings for this cohort of children. 

There are continued concerns regarding transition planning to Leaving Care Service and preparation 

for adulthood and independence.    

 

Heightened scrutiny by the Judiciary of the role of the IRO in preventing delay in achieving 

permanency for children & young people. 

 

IROs need to use the formal escalation process more to address persistent concerns around practice 

and to ensure more timely achievement of permanency for looked after children. 

 

There is much to celebrate in Croydon around the work with looked after children; however there 

are also some persistent concerns around practice that need to be addressed and the IROs need to 

step up in their scrutiny of care plans.   
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Preface 

 

Recently I met with a ten-year-old girl, whom I shall call T, just before her Initial LAC Review: 

Me: “What have you been told about who I am…?” 

T: “You’re the independent man!” 

Me: “That’s right! And do you know why I’ve come to see you today..?” 

T (after a brief pause for thought): “You’ve got to make sure that I’m all right!” 

I have been an IRO for nearly 15 years and love the job. It is an honour and a privilege to be involved in the lives 

of so many children and young people. Every child or young person I meet, every meeting I chair, is a learning 

experience. The day that it all becomes merely a routine, which I get blasé about it, that I start making 

presumptions about people before hearing their stories and their views, will be the day that I quit. 

With the expiry last November of the sunset clause placed in Clause 15 of the 2008 Children & Young Persons 

Act, which gave the Secretary of State the discretionary power over the next seven years to decide to move 

IROs out of local authorities into a new national agency or CAFCASS, it appears unlikely to happen any time 

soon. So, structurally there is some tension around the “independency” of the role. ’ Some years ago my opinion 

on this matter changed completely, from thinking that we are best continuing working within local authorities, 

to believing that the vital interests of the children and young people would better be served if we were not. I 

recognise that I am probably in a minority on this, within the IROs team in Croydon, among colleagues from 

other authorities in the London IROs Group I attend, indeed among IROs nationwide, if a survey by the National 

Association of IROs a couple of years ago was representative. 

So, this lack of structural independence highlights even further the requirement to have an independent frame 

of mind. In practice, this means not being afraid of being unpopular, of being an irritant, of being (as Ofsted 

once described it) a pain in the neck; we may call it ‘robustness’, others may call it bloody-mindedness.  

It doesn’t infer that IROs are always right; required alongside the stubbornness and persistence are a degree of 

humility and a willingness to accept that others may well have greater experience and greater expertise on 

specific issues.  

So it can be a lonely position to have. Statutory guidance places responsibilities personally on IROs that are 

unmatched anywhere else in Children’s Services. The support of management and colleagues can of course 

help, but in the final analysis we are personally responsible under the law to fulfil our various responsibilities. 

Similarly with our Dispute Resolution / Escalation & Resolution Protocol; we may take advice and guidance but 

these actions are taken by us and we are answerable for them, both in what we choose to do and, just as 

crucially, in what we choose not to do. 

In this role, therefore, we have to feel confident about challenging. What backs us up in that? Is it money, ie 

what we are paid in relation to others? Of course not. Is it status? Not really, as it only might become a factor if 

others recognise fully both the authority and the limitations of an IRO.  

No, in the end we only have our own knowledge and experience to support us, to fall back upon. 
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And one other thing, which brings me back to where this article started: our commitment to the children / 

young people we review. This is of course not to say that IROs are unique in having that, but without that 

driving us on, this job would quickly become just a tedious merry-go-round of chairing meeting after meeting, 

writing minutes after minutes. We do need to reflect every so often as to what each child / young person wants 

from – indeed expects of – us. 

As an IRO, I often suggest to social workers that in many cases meaningful change can only occur with a 

difficult young person through the quality of the personal relationship that they can build with them. Every 

form, every assessment, every plan, every meeting and every official social work practice – none of these can 

effect change in the same way as that relationship. If it means them neglecting to complete a form because 

they took their young person to McDonalds, then I’d support them all the way. The relationships I still have with 

people who were looked after when I worked in another local authority 25 years ago, are reminders that it was 

however I presented to them on a personal level that mattered, not that I was their social worker arriving to 

complete yet another form and rushing off straight away afterwards. 

So, yes, it felt good to be reminded by T the other day that it is my job to “make sure that she’s all right.” Not 

just to try and do so, nor to pass on that responsibility to someone else, but to take personal responsibility that 

it is down to me as her IRO to do everything in my power to do just that. 

Because I’m the Independent Man! 

 

(Authored by Tim S, IRO- April 2016) 
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Introduction 

 

Each year the manager of the Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) service is required by regulations 

to prepare an annual report.  In Croydon, this public document is presented to both the Children’s 

Safeguarding Board and Corporate Parenting.    As set out in the IRO Handbook (2010)  

The manager should be responsible for the production of an annual report for the scrutiny of 

the members of the corporate parenting board.  This report should identify good practice, 

but should also highlight issues for further development, including where urgent action is 

needed.1 

As the Manager of the IRO service I look forward to writing this report for a variety of reasons.  It’s 

an opportunity to provide data regarding key performance areas for looked after children.  It 

provides a forum to communicate to elected members, senior managers and the general public-

themes and concerns, as well as highlight good practice from the unique perspective of the IRO 

service.  It demands an honest appraisal of our own performance as set out by the IRO Handbook 

and our internal key performance indicators and creates space to reflect upon our performance and 

key actions for the upcoming year.   

The fundamental responsibility of the IRO is to monitor the Local Authority in fulfilling its role as 

good corporate parents to each individual child in care.  To carry out this role the IRO acts as a 

critical friend, highlighting any concerns around individual case practice, as well as noting strengths 

and challenges in the practice of Children’s Social Care.  The role of the Independent Reviewing 

Officer is a specialist one which stands alone in the Local Authority.  It is a role that may involve 

challenging senior managers and may require the IRO to seek remedy outside the Local Authority if 

it fails in its duties.  

In order to discharge their duties, IROs independently chair reviews of care plan and pathway plans 

of all Looked After Children.  The reviews involve consultation with partner agencies engaged with 

the child/family and are usually attended by the child/young person, the child’s allocated social 

worker, foster carer and parents.  Every child looked after by the London Borough of Croydon, 

including children who are in an adoptive placement prior to an adoption order, must have a care 

plan which outlines the long term permanency plan for the child.   

The care plan must spell out the details and the arrangements made by Croydon Children’s Social 

Care to meet the child’s need.  The Care Planning and Case Review Regulations 2010 require all local 

                                                           
1 IRO Handbook- Statutory Guidance for Independent Reviewing Officers & Local Authorities 
DfE March, 2010 
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authorities to regularly review these care plans within legislative timescales.  IROs must ensure that 

children’s care plans are robust and meet the child’s needs as well as reflect and take into 

consideration the child’s wishes and feelings. 

Recent judgements in pubic law proceedings have indicated that the Judiciary are holding 

Independent Reviewing Officers much more accountable for their monitoring of cases, ensuring 

timely achievement of permanency.  Of particular criticism has been the lack of IRO challenge to the 

Local Authority around poor quality planning and service delivery that causes drifts and delays in 

achieving permanency.   

In the High Court ruling of LB Brent v. C in April, 2016, The Honourable Mr. Justice Holman 

wrote: 

Further, the independent reviewing officer, whose function and duty it was to provide an independent safeguard for the 

child, failed to do so by failing to take any steps to ensure that the local authority did apply for a care order or otherwise 

regularise the position. These failures did, as the local authority and the independent reviewing officer both readily admit, 

amount to acting, or failing to act, in a way which was incompatible with the rights of the child under Article 8 of the 

European Convention on Human Rights.2 

In the case of X, Y, Z and West Sussex County Council His Honour Judge Farquahr took this view in his 

judgement: 

The lack of urgency in the case is breath-taking and it is simply wrong to point out the failures of the IROs to force the issues 

as an "Area for Development". It was a total failure to "monitor, persuade, cajole, encourage and criticise fellow 

professionals in the interest of the child" as they should have been doing. This was clearly a case that should have come 

before the courts years before it actually did yet the IRO did not appear to put any pressure upon the Local Authority to 

ensure that this occurred. There is power within s.25B(3) Children Act 1989 for an IRO to refer the case to CAFCASS if it is 

considered it was appropriate to do so. It is difficult to understand why such action should not have been carried out in this 

case in order to ensure that the welfare needs of these children were fully protected. It follows that the failures of the IRO 

were sufficient in this case to amount to a breach of the children's and the mother's rights to family life and a fair trial.3 

It is clear there is a shifting tide and IROs are being held to account more robustly as to how they 

fulfil their role in achieving timely permanency for children looked after.  We have had a recent 

incident within our own service where the IRO was directed to provide a statement to the court 

outlining his actions and analysis of the case.  Judgements like these call for us to better focus our 

efforts and attentions to monitoring both the quality and timeliness of care plans. It also highlights 

the profound personal responsibility that comes with the role of the IRO that differs from that of the 

social worker or unit manager.   

Much is going on right now and the future of children’s social care service delivery by local 

authorities is up in the air.  The outcome of  the current debates around the Children & Social Work 

                                                           
2 [2016] EWHC 1335 (FAM)  CASE NO SW15C00406 
3 [2016} ENFC B44 
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Bill, particularly clause 29 which would allow local authorities to seek exemptions from the current 

legislative framework to test out different ways to deliver services is yet unknown.   There are some 

welcomed improvements proposed in the Bill to support looked after children and space for 

innovation in children’s social care.  Innovation, creativity and thinking outside the box will always be 

required and necessary in our profession.  This drive to be ‘innovative’ must however be balanced 

with appropriate safeguards and an absolute commitment to ensuring the best interest of the child 

remains the focus.  

We firmly believe in our role in Croydon and will continue to champion for the right of children and 

young people in care.  We are excited about the future opportunities to work in new and innovative 

ways whilst remaining true to the core principles of the role- ensuring that the local authority 

successfully fulfils its role as corporate parents.   

As much as this report reflects on the outcomes of LB Croydon Local Authority in achieving for its’ 

looked after children, it goes well beyond a manager reciting data and commentary on trends.  Every 

IRO has contributed to this report in one way or another.  Some have written their thoughts and 

these are scattered throughout the document; others have provided data and verbal feedback, yet 

others will present at both the Croydon Safeguarding Children Board and Corporate Parenting.  It 

was important that a variety of voices informed this document.  We shared what young people told 

us about their experiences in care and their comments are featured in their consultation forms, 

we’ve included feedback from our independent advocates and complaints that have been raised by 

young people.    We took on board feedback from a Board member last year regarding the report on 

the Independent Visitor (IV) program not being sufficient, so for the first time, a separate annual 

report for the IV service is an appendix to this report.  

 It is hoped that the data, along with multiple voices, views and perspectives, weaves together a rich 

tapestry that puts the year in review honestly and with integrity.    

Our Children- a pencil sketch 

Demographics 

As of March 31 2016 there were 817 looked after children in Croydon, an increase from 802 the 

same time last year. As was the case last year there were more Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking 

Children (UASC) in care (427) than local looked after children (390). In comparison with last year 

there has been slightly more than a 4% increase in UASC (397) and a slightly less than 2% decrease in 

Local LAC. Boys continue to make up the greatest percentage of total LAC (74%). Amongst Local LAC, 
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boys represent 55% of the cohort and amongst UASC this proportion is more striking, with boys 

making up 92%.  An additional 714 young people are in the Leaving Care Service. 

 

 

Ethnicity 

The most frequent single ethnicity of Local LAC was White British (37%). However, using a broader 

distinction of all white and non-white 

children, children from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds continue to represent the 

largest cohort of looked after children 

(58%). Other frequent ethnicities for Local 

LAC were Caribbean and African, both 

representing 12% of the group. For the 

UASC population the single largest ethnic 

category was ‘any other White 

background’ (42%). A large proportion of 

UASC was ‘any other Asian background’   

(27%), and to a lesser extent ‘any other 

ethnic group’ (15%) and African (13%). 

There are striking differences among the 

two groups, with each group’s most 

frequent ethnicity having very low, or no, 

counts in the other group.  It is interesting 

to note that in both the Local and UASC 

LAC population, the rates of white 

children and non-white children remain 

consistent. 
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Legal Status 

The chart below illustrates the legal status for Local LAC, as all UASC are accommodated under Sec. 

20.  As can be seen, the majority of local children are accommodated under Sec. 38 with the local 

authority obtaining Full Care Orders (44%).   Children accommodated under Sec. 20 represent 36% of 

the LAC population, representing the 2nd largest cohort.    

 

The two most frequent status types were Sec. 20 and full care order, together representing 78% of 

Local LAC in April (40% and 38% respectively). At the start of the year, the number of children and 

young people with each of 

these two status types was 

similar (161 and 151 

respectively). However, in 

October there was a marked 

change in direction, with Sec. 

20 placements decreasing to 

138 at its lowest point in 

January and February, and full 

care order increasing to 173 

at its peak in February and March. In March 36% of Local LAC were Sec. 20, and 44% full care order. 

The third most frequent status type was interim care order. The number of children subject to an 

interim care order was at its highest in July (65), after which point it steadily declined to a low of 45 

in February and March.  This picture of the direction of travel over the year reflects the successful 

work of the ‘caring for the right children’ agenda and the review of all Sec. 20 cases within the 
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department.  These efforts culminated in 

increased numbers of children 

accommodated under care orders and the 

reduction in the numbers of Sec. 20 

accommodations.   

Placement Types & Stability  

The charts on the left show the breakdown 

of placement types for both Local and UASC 

looked after children.  Croydon should be 

very proud of the fact that the majority of 

these young people are placed in foster care 

(86%)  Given the age of many of the UASC 

that are accommodated, it is not surprising 

that a significant number are placed 

appropriately in semi and independent 

living accommodations.  Most of these 

placements come with additional key 

worker support in addition to the allocated 

social worker.   

Some of the UASC young people are placed 

with family or friends.  This is an area of 

interest to note as it has some potential 

meaning for practice.  Anecdotally, there’s 

suggestions that some of the UASC children 

have or find family or friends in this country and develop relationships.  This is supported by learning 

from Missing children data & return home interviews (RHIs).   There is potentially real scope for the 

Local Authority to explore more robustly with unaccompanied young people connections they may 

have in the UK.  It is possible that for some of our UASC youth, opportunities exist for placements 

with these friends or family members. 

Local LAC 
Placments

With connected
persons

Homes and Hostels

In-house Croydon
Foster Care

Independent Foster
Care

Independent living

Independent
Residential Home

Residential School

UASC LAC
Placements

With connected
persons

Homes and Hostels

In-house Croydon
Foster Care

Independent Foster
Care

Independent living
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 Croydon continues to perform exceptionally well in regards to stability of placements.  The data 

submitted as part of the SSD 903 returns showed that 6.8% of Croydon LAC had 3 or more 

placement moves in the 12 months.  70% of our children remained in the same placement for 2+ 

years.  The national average is 67%.  The other noteworthy aspect of performance around placement 

is that only 6% of our LAC cohort are placed more than 20 miles from the borough compared to a 

national average of 14%.   

Health 

There was much activity this year around improving the health performance and outcomes for 

children.  A task and finish group was established and there has been a great deal of attention and 

work around improving the health outcomes and performance for looked after children.  The year 

ended with 85% of LAC children with current health assessments and 93% for children 5 and under.  

Last year we reported 76.5% & 72.0% respectively on these measures.  Remarkable gains were made 

this year and this is hugely the result of effective collaboration between CSC and Health 

Commissioning services.  In other key performance areas we saw around the same percentage of 

looked after children with up to date immunisations 92% and we lost some ground with only 87% 

of looked after children having up to date dental checks compared to 95% last year.   

It is clear from the work around sexual exploitation and children missing that we must raise the 

profile of the importance of sexual health screening and discussions around sex and sexuality with 

our young people.  This idea is fully supported by our colleagues in health and there may be some 

new ways in which to promote sexual health checks and discussions within the review process more 

fully. 

Education 

This section highlights key themes from the Virtual School 2015/2016 Annual Report which should 

be read in its entirety for a thorough examination of the educational achievements for Looked after 

Children.  The work of the Croydon Virtual School 

has contributed to positive outcomes for the large, 

complex and unique LAC population.   The Virtual 

School continues to work in strong partnership with 

social workers and educators to support and 

advocate for good outcomes for our children and 

young people.   

The core purpose of the Virtual School (VS) is to 

promote the best educational outcomes and raise 

At one of my reviews the young person 

wanted to demonstrate his cooking skills 

and prepared a meal of chicken and rice-

with his carer’s support.  He welcomed 

the praise and was so pleased with 

himself because this was a skill that he 

developed in his foster placement. 
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attainment of all Children Looked After by Croydon, including those that have been placed in schools 

in other authorities. As Children Looked After are being educated across a large number of schools, 

the virtual school has an important role in tracking their progress as if they were in a single school. 

In Croydon, the number of school aged Children Looked After from Reception to Year 11 increased 

from 387 in September 2015 to 555 in July 2016. This was a 3.5% decrease on the previous year but 

with an increase in intake over the year of 55%, which was is double the figures published for 

2012/13 and 2013/14 academic year. 

Almost 52% of those were unaccompanied minors (a 12% increase on the previous year’s figure) and 

approximately one third were educated outside of Croydon (in line with the previous year). 80% of 

the statutory school age Children Looked After population were of secondary school age (an increase 

of approximately 10% on the previous year).  

Outcomes for Croydon LAC who have been in continuous care for 12 months or more remain low. 

Croydon children at the end of Key Stage 2 who achieved age related expectations (ARE) or above in 

reading- 36%, writing-27% and in maths- 18%.   The total percentage of children that achieved ARE in 

all 3 subject areas was 18%.  Achievement at the end of Key Stage 4 saw 14.8% of our cohort of 

children achieving 5 A*-C in English and Maths.   

The main focus for the 2015/16 academic year was to continue to ensure early access to appropriate 

education for our growing Unaccompanied Asylum seeking (UASC) cohort through the embedding 

and development of the Virtual School interim provision.  

Another area of need which was identified during the previous academic year related to Personal 

Education Plan (PEP) completion and evidencing the impact of pupil premium. Hence, in order to 

address this, a PEP coordinator role was created, with the successful candidate assuming the role in 

March 2016. Initially the work focused on auditing the current processes and analysing the data and 

next academic year the information will be used to affect change and improve performance.  

The IRO service has developed an effective working partnership with the Virtual School to support 

timely and meaningful PEP for children as well as ensuring their educational needs are appropriately 

met. 

Our Children- what have they told us? 

 

198 LAC review consultation forms completed by children and young people were reviewed, with 

another 174 forms completed by foster carers also reviewed.  There were not enough completed 
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forms from parents to make a meaningful sample and there is much learning in that fact for the 

Service.  There were some challenges in capturing this data as there were various versions of the 

form and subsequently all questions were not consistently asked.  Presented below is a sampling of 

what the children told us about their placements, about contact with family and friends, their 

understanding of why they’re in care and transition to Leaving Care Service. 

An overwhelming majority of 

children told us that they are 

satisfied with their placements.  

Additional comments provided by 

those that are happy with their 

placement suggest young people 

like the placements and that they 

generally feel cared for by their 

foster carer.   

 

Those that gave a mixed response either liked the home 

but were lonely because they did not feel they had 

anyone to speak to- especially those who spoke their 

language.  Other issues raised included- that they didn’t 

like the 

location or size of the placement; or they 

wanted to move out of Croydon; some wished 

to be in semi-independent accommodations. 

The 

few that stated they were unhappy in their placements 

did not provide reasons why. 

 

 

 

 

“I like them because they 

respect me, my feelings and 

my privacy. They are really 

good people 

 

“Because I am provided with 

everything. Everything is 

planned, very clean and auntie 

is very kind and I am happy to 

live with her 

I like the people here they 

are like my family.  They 

treat me like family, I get on 

well with everyone. 

“I like to have more 

freedom.” 
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 It is good to see that the great majority of 

children know why they are in care.  It would 

appear from the feedback that 15% want to 

understand more about the causes of their care 

episode.   

This would suggest that although there’s a small 

percentage of children that don’t know why 

they’re in care, a significant percentage of those 

that do, want to understand more about their circumstances and journey into care.  

Young people generally feel safe and free from bullying with 91%.  There were 9% of children who 

indicated they did feel bullied or unsafe. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

“One time in the park a few guys 

wanted me to give them money and 

when i said i don't have any money 

they told me that Afghans + Taliban 

are no good” 

 

“Feels unsafe because feels 

lonely as has no one to talk 

too.” 

"I want to change the way I live. I 

want to move independent. I 

want to be the master of myself" 

But it’s not every day, 

sometime I see someone 

not good, they want to 

make trouble to me. that’s 

ok, just a bit” 
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Young people told us that they are 

generally content with contact 

arrangements. 

 

 

 

 

This feedback resonates with the IROs’ concerns 

that our care leavers are not getting enough 

support in the transition from care to 

independence.  This is explored more fully elsewhere in this report. 

 

Foster Carer Feedback 

From the review of the carer’s consultation forms we looked at the following: 

 worries they may have about the children and young people placed with them.   

 involvement in the child’s PEP  

 receiving review minutes  

What are carers identifying as worries for their children/young people?  

“My young person tells me 

often that he doesn’t feel 

his social worker visits him 
enough or cares about 

him.” 

He is very vulnerable. He acts as if he 

is able to make his own decisions, but 

he rarely asks for advice and even if 

advice is given he doesn’t act on 

advice. This gets him into trouble both at 

home and at college.  He is concerned 

about the planned move to semi- 

independence.” 

“Mum illness and why Dad 

doesn’t send him 

birthday/Christmas presents.” 
45%

55%

HAS SEMI-
INDEPENDENT/PERMANENT 

ACCOMMODATION, THE LEAVING 
CARE GRANT AND POST-

EIGHTEEN SUPPORT BEEN 
EXPLAINED?

Yes No



 

Page 17 of 29 
 

46 carers gave a response to worries they have for their children, the recurring themes were the 

concern and stress that young people are feeling because of their concerns regarding their 

immigration status, attending interviews at 

the home office and solicitors. Other 

concerns being raised by carers are of young 

people missing and feeling worried about 

the safety of family back home, concerns 

regarding behaviour at school, controlling 

anger, absconding and not adhering to 

curfews.  

 

Did the carer participate in the 

formation of the PEP and did they 

receive a copy of the PEP? 

 124 carers completed the questions 

regarding whether they participated in 

the formation of the PEP, of these 31% 

said that it was not applicable as the YP 

did not have a PEP, 50% said yes they did 

participate and 19% said they were not 

included in the formation of the PEP 

 

 In regards to whether they received 

a copy of the PEP, 80 carers completed 

this question and 51% said they received 

a copy and 49% said they did not receive 

a copy of the PEP. 

 

 67% of Foster carers stated they do 

receive copied of the LAC review minutes. 

25% responded that they did not receive 

minutes and another 8% did not respond. 

 

Croydon IRO Service- a pencil 
sketch 
 

We are an establishment of 13 FTEs.  We broadly reflect the population of children we serve.  We 

are varied in age, race, gender and sexual orientation.  We are multi- cultural, multi-national in 

I review a young person called D. He was in a long-term foster 

placement for two years, after having had four placement 

moves in the previous two months due to repeated 

breakdowns. Despite the strong attachment he built with his 

carer N, his behaviour eventually led to her reluctantly giving 

notice. 

 A couple of months later I visited the placement to review 

another young person living there, and naturally asked N 

whether she had heard from D. She said no, but was very 

keen to find out how he was. I said I would let him know. 

That day I asked his SW to pass on the message to D that N 

would love to see him. Clearly it was a message he was 

desperate to hear … as he turned up at her door the following 

day, to give her a big hug and have a highly emotional 

reunion with her. I heard from N that (as I had suspected) he 

had been worried that she might have forgotten him or did 

not want to see him again, given the way his placement there 

had ended. 

All it needed was for someone to act as the middleman and to 

try and understand the important underlying feelings 

involved. These little things (not little to the people 

concerned) are one of the unobtrusive ways in which we can 

make a difference. 

 

 

"He used to have bad dreams about being his 

involvement in drug trafficking, fleeing from 

the drugs involvement and journey from 

Albania. He no longer has this dream, but 

unsure whether he still has issues that he is 

not able to express/talk about.” 

 

dreams but unsure if he has any 
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perspectives and embrace the diversity that is us.   All of us are qualified social workers with many 

years of practice experience. The majority have held previous management and/or consultant roles 

and many are current practice educators, mentors and trainers.    

The team consist of 4 males, currently all white males although throughout this year we had 3 black 

male locum staff.  We were unsuccessful in our attempts to recruitment any of these men to 

permanent roles- two did apply, one was offered an appointment and declined, the other was found 

to not be appointable.  This missing voice is noted from the service and seems especially a loss given 

the ethnic makeup of our cohort of children.  It is hoped that more targeted recruitment will be 

considered to better ensure the composition of our service adequately reflects the population we 

serve.  The 10 remaining female staff (2 part time) include 5 black, 4 white and 1 Asian.   

We are a more stable service after successful recruitment efforts the team is now 92% with 12 

permanent IROs.  It is anticipated that the one remaining post will be filled by the end of the 

calendar year.  This marks a significant shift in our service and the first time in many years all 

permanent posts will be filled.  We are proud of this accomplishment and believe the stability this 

creates can only support a consistent practice.    We are enormously pleased that the selection of 

permanent IROs was informed by the inclusion of a current looked after child on interview panels 

and some of the interview questions were written by the young people.  

The current average caseload in the service is 67 cases per IRO.  This is on the high end of the 

recommendation of 50-70 and will be discussed later in this report.  Alongside chairing statutory LAC 

reviews, the IROs take a strong role in the management of missing children- they routinely chair 

missing strategy meetings and monitor the daily missing report and follow up with social workers for 

updated information.  The IROs have engaged in some auditing this year, participating in 2 themed 

audits with 1 additional themed audit to be completed by end of year.   

The IROs continue to provide consultation to individual social workers and teams and this has only 

been enhanced by the co-location of the teams within Bernard Weatherill House.  The close 

proximity allows for regular and more effective face to face dialogue.   

The year in review 

We set out a very ambitious agenda for ourselves in last year’s development plan for the Service. We 

set out 5 priorities to focus on with the actions we hoped to achieve.    It seems a good starting point 

to review those priorities identified last year- evaluate our progress, celebrate our successes, own 

our mistakes and consider the new priorities the service will focus on in the coming year.   

Below sets out each priority as established last year with a brief synopsis of our work: 
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Priority 1: Driving Permanency for Looked After Children 

What we said we would do: 

 Refocus our emphasis at LAC reviews on the work being done towards achieving permanency, holding everyone accountable for 

their part of the overall care plan.   

 Alert managers in cases where Permanency Planning Meetings have not been convened within statutory/local timescales.   

 Fully embed the practice standards set out in the national Joint CAFCASS and IRO protocol and to ensure IROs are actively engaging 

with Guardians in cases in proceedings. 

 IROs to have regular meetings with the Care 

Proceedings Care Manager to review the court 

list and decisions.  The Care Proceedings Case 

Manager will also provide training and support 

to IROs around care proceeding cases. 

 IROs will effectively use the CERP process to 

escalate unresolved concerns 

 The IROs will seek to develop a forum to discuss 

practice concerns with the Head of Service for 

LAC. 

 IROs will liaise with Unit Managers to attend 

manager’s meeting to both receive and provide 

feedback around practice and the LAC review 

process. 

 IROs will support the Looking After the Right 

Children strategy by ensuring quality 

permanency and reunification planning. 

What we did: 

Our work around ‘Driving Permanency’ led to some improvements in this year, but there is still work 

to be done and time needed to properly embed changes in practice.   IROs developed a very 

effective relationship with the care proceedings manager.  Bespoke trainings were provided to the 

service as well as access to the various Legal tracking systems and data bases.  IROs were more 

routinely copied into communication regarding proceedings and generally felt well supported and 

informed by the Care Proceedings Manager.  This post was vacant for some time, but at the time of 

submission of this report, a new court manager has been appointed.  We are hopeful to develop a 

similar working partnership with the new manager.   

Our relationship with CAFCASS is now re-ignited with an effective IRO link to CAFCASS.  Recently 

both services met to review the joint protocol and to take stock of our compliance.   Both services 

found this meeting productive and we have agreed to meet twice a year.  The focus of these 

meeting will be in line with reflective group supervision and the teams will be bringing shared cases 

for discussion and learning.  The next meeting has been scheduled for March, 2017.   

 We had one meeting with the CIN, LAC Heads of Service which was felt to be a helpful discussion. 

The regularity of these meetings has not been fully embedded in practice; however, discussions have 

been had with the new Acting Head of Service for Looked After Children who has agreed to regular 

meetings with the IRO service.   

Social workers do not always include the fine details 

which were agreed in their care plans for court for our 

meetings. I’ve had to intervene once when the social 

work team wanted to make a significant change to a 

school placement which was contrary to that which 

was agreed in court at the final hearing: On that 

occasion, the Guardian had forewarned me of the 

controversial area and I was able to liaise with our legal 

team to ensure that the court care plan was adhered 

to.  
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The other aspect of our stated actions in driving permanency was in regards to challenge; ensuring 

care plans were fit for purpose and outcomes delivered in the child’s timescales.   Over the year we 

have grappled with how we raise challenge, how it’s received and acted upon.  As the manager, I 

think this remains our greatest weakness. We don’t challenge enough and we don’t challenge in a 

timely manner.  This issue of challenge will be a key feature in our strategy for the year. 

Challenge & Escalation 

 

This year we are better able to report on our performance around challenge and escalation due to 

improved reporting capacity.  Eighteen months ago, we launched the new Croydon Escalation & 

Resolution Process (CERPs), whereby IROs formally escalate concerns regarding practice or drift up 

the management structure of Children Social Care.   What the data tells us is that this year IROs 

continue to have a higher level of ‘informal contact’ with the social work teams when raising 

concerns.  The review of CRS case notes- ‘IRO concern’ show 230 entries on case records. A further 

analysis of these case notes show that there three major themes: 

 Pre-CERP discussions 

 Discussions with Guardians 

 Case management discussions with social work teams 
 

In this reporting period a total 

of 44 CERPs were raised by 

IROs.  Given a population of 817 

LAC, we have formally escalated 

concerns on 5% of cases.  Of the 

CERPs that have been raised, 

80% were resolved at Level 1.   

 

 It’s difficult to say what the 

correct amount of CERPs one 

should expect.  It’s clear that as 

a Service we engage more in 

the ‘informal cajoling and 

persuading’ and are less likely to escalate concerns formally.  I think there is much here for us to 

continue to develop.  As a Service we continue to explore our practice around escalation and I have 

raised with the service my concern that we are not issuing enough CERPs given some of the 

 
Notes of concerns 

 Discussion with 
Guardians 

62 

 Pre-CERPs 
concerns raised 
Level 2 

70 

 Misc. discussions 
with social workers 
and managers  

98 

 Total 230 

 
CERPs by IROs 

 Level 1 35 

 Level 2 9 

 Total 44 
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persistent concerns around practice.  This is our number one priority in the upcoming year- tackling 

this issue of confidently escalating concerns much more timely.  

Priority 2:  Promoting the Voice of the child: 

What we said we would do 

 Advocate for Children to senior officers and elected members advancing the concept of Corporate Parenting throughout the council  

 Clarify a process as to how cases will be monitored between reviews and how this activity will be documented. 

 Collecting and analysing information from Return Home Interviews to reduce the number of missing Looked After Children 

 Redesign child friendly feedback forms for reviews and develop a process to collate and analyse  feedback collected 

 To ensure children/young people are routinely offered choice in regards to venue, who attend review and how it will be conducted 

 Each IRO to explain their role to children/young people and agree how they will maintain contact with the IRO.  Ensure every LAC has 
a copy of the ‘Young’s person’s guide to Being Looked After. 

 Increase the numbers of young people who chair their own review 

 Increase the number of visits made by IROs to children in between reviews  

 Improve recording 

 Improve the timeliness of LAC reviews  

 Create a process to collect young peoples’ feedback regarding their reviews and service received from IROs.   

 Develop more consistent link with the Children in Care Council to develop opportunities to hear feedback and concerns. 

 Create caseloads that allow for IROs to have more meaningful contact with young people between their reviews 

 Ensure that all documents related to LAC review activities are translated for young people where English is not their first language. 

What we did: 

We took advantage of opportunities to advocate for children with senior managers, elected 

members and Corporate Parenting.  Delegates from the service presented a session on the role of 

the IRO in the local authority and IROs now sit on both the Fostering and Adoption panels.  Over this 

year the IROs have had quarterly meetings with the Director of CSC to raise concerns, highlight 

themes and note areas of good practice.   

Our performance around timeliness has fluctuated.  We ended the year with 82% of reviews 

convened within timescales.4 The graph below shows the monthly percentages for reviews up to 

date: 

 

 Earlier in the year we made a business case for an additional IRO post given the caseload numbers 

at the time and a significant raise in the number of UASC coming into care.  We were granted this 

post which allowed cases to drop to the high 50s-low 60s.  As a result of budget restraints we lost 

that post in November, 2015.  

                                                           
4 As reported on annual 903 returns 

0%

50%
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% LAC for
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reviews
are up…
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We have subsequently struggled with staffing and managing demands and our performance on 

timeliness of reviews has dropped.  We are working with the performance team to strengthen the 

accuracy of reporting data so we are able to monitor in real time our performance in this area and 

continually work to improve.   

IROs have made a concerted effort to visit their young people and this year 431 IRO visits were 

carried out.  We would aim for every young person to be visited by their IRO, but caseloads and 

other work demands make this currently unattainable for the Service.  It is clear that until we have 

manageable caseloads within the service- a target of 55, IROs will struggle to successfully fulfil all the 

duties of their role.    

We explored options for a new technology based consultation process for looked after children, 

parents and foster carers.  Perhaps the most disappointing for the service is the lack of progress 

made to improve our child/young people consultation process.  We are quite keen to move to a 

technology based consultation process and have looked at a couple of models. The most promising 

of these is currently used by Aberdeenshire and was developed by “My Voice” and can be tailored to 

meet our specifications.     

We recognise that our current consultation process is not fit for purpose.  We are using paper forms 

that are old and outdated for our needs. The pressures in resources and administrative support 

makes it difficult to robustly analyse the consultation forms and use learning to inform and improve 

our service delivery.   

Priority 3:  Raising the Profile of the IRO 

What we said we would do 

• Recruitment of skilled and experienced permanent staff 
• Re-grading of post to reflect expertise/responsibility of 

position  
• Formalise process for IROs to provide regular feedback to 

senior management 
• Provision of consultation services to social work teams 
• Create space for regular reflection/feedback between IROs 

and social workers 
• Secure senior management and Board level buy-in to the 

value of IRO service 
 

What we did: 
  
 I’ve reflected a bit on how to evaluate our progress on the last action- securing senior management 

and Board level buy in to the value of the IRO service.  Firstly it’s difficult to quantify ‘buy in.’ As a 

service, we’re aware of the ongoing debate at both the local and national level regarding the value 

of the IRO.  Of course, we understand and appreciate our value and the critical role we play in 

assuring that the duty of corporate parenting is upheld to the best possible standards. The role of 

I have been an IRO for 4 years and the best 

part for me is having direct contact with the 

young people we work with. Where ever they 

come, indigenous or USAC, they share their 

life experiences with the hope that we as 

professionals can enable them to make 

positive changes. And I’m pleased to be a part 

of that!  

 

[Cite your source here.] 
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the IRO is dedicated to the sole purpose of ensuring children looked after achieve permanency 

within timescales appropriate to them and to hold the professional network accountable for the 

progression of that plan.  From what has been demonstrated, there is an openness to engage and 

hear feedback from the IROs.  Our Director regularly makes himself available to meet with the IROs 

and often seeks their views and analysis of cases to inform decision making.  We were positively 

received at the Safeguarding board last year and have had opportunities to dialogue with the elected 

Lead Member for Children Services.  We have been a bit remiss ourselves in attending to these 

relationships and ensuring these conversations occur regularly; something we will look to improve in 

the upcoming year.   

Priority 4 Integration and support to Children Social Service 
 
What we said we would do 
 
• Cultivate effective relationships with social workers 
• Use of duty IRO to provide consultation to social work teams 
• Use of ‘Linking’ role to support learning and information sharing between IROs and social work teams 
• Co-locate IROs  within  CIN and LAC  Service 
• Support social workers implement Missing and CSE procedures and practice  
• Contributing to the training of social workers especially in relation to LAC processes, Missing and CSE.  
 

What we did: 

Looking at the actions stated in this priority, we have been quite successful.  The linking roles 

continue to strengthen and every service area within CSC has a designated IRO link as well as key 

partners such as the Virtual School, CAMHS, CAFCASS and Legal.   Each IRO is ‘linked’ to a 

service/area and is the key contact person for that team.  In this capacity IROs regularly attend staff 

or team meetings to share information with the team and receive feedback.   

We instituted a duty system this year- on average 3-4 days per week a designated IRO is available on 

site for consultation and to chair urgent/emergency LAC reviews or missing strategy meetings.  This 

has worked well for covering meetings, but most consultation takes place between the allocated 

social worker and IRO.   

The IROs have taken a lead role in supporting social workers around missing children & children at 

risk of sexual exploitation (CSE). With the aid of the daily missing report, IROs monitor missing 

children on their caseloads, seeking updates from social workers and chairing missing strategy 

meetings as required.   

We never fully embedded co-location of IROs within the CIN and LAC service.  However, it was 

routine for IROs to wander across the road to Jeanette Wallace House and spend time on the floors 

with the teams.  As the manager, I have been delighted with the consistent feedback regarding the 
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improved relationships between IROs and the social work teams.  The social work teams recently 

moved to Bernard Weatherill House and our usually somewhat quiet zone F is now a buzz with the 

visits and conversations between social workers and IROs.  There’s a synergy that will continue to 

support good outcomes for children.  We have achieved much in this area and now will focus on 

tending to these relationships that allow for and support an environment of professional challenge 

and respect.   

Priority 5 Performance Monitoring and Quality Assurance Function 
 
What we said we would do: 
 
• Develop a process to collect young people’s views about their IRO and their review process  
• Create auditing tool/process in line with regional and national indicators to monitor team practice and ensure compliance with the 

Safeguarding and Quality Assurance Service Plan. 
• Contribute to the recording and analysis of data about Missing and CSE 
• Develop a daily Missing Children list circulated to all relevant staff and a summary of missing episodes report sent to senior 

managers.  

• Develop mechanisms to capture service feedback from partners including social workers, Guardians and other professionals. 

• Dedicated time during team meetings to research, case law and Serious Case Review learning and implications for IROs. 
• Data requirements of Annual IRO report to be regularly reviewed 

 

What we did: 

There is still much work for us in this priority area.  Efforts around feedback and consultation have 

already been discussed.   IROs have been actively involved in other quality assurance activities and 

have participated in 2 themed audits, with a 3rd one planned for later this year.  In this year IROs 

have been introduced to some new management data and reports and now the IRO blockage report 

and monthly dashboard are used to guide data delivery.   

 IRO Observations on Practice 
 

Good Practice Highlights 

Firstly it must be stated without 

reservation that Croydon has some very 

committed social workers and managers 

in Children’s social care.  A locum IRO 

who recently joined the service 

commented after chairing several reviews 

for UASC young people she was 

absolutely “impressed with the 

relationships social workers have with their young people.”  In my other role as the CSE & Missing 

lead I am often struck by the level of knowledge and understanding social workers have about their 

It seems that we rarely stop to acknowledge the excellent 

work being undertaken by our skilled and dedicated staff; 

under exceptionally testing circumstances.  The very least 

the social worker deserves are some small words of praise; 

she is successfully managing very complex, challenging, 

and difficult cases under the scrutiny of the Courts to 

ensure our very vulnerable children are safe.   
 

Feedback to Unit Manager from IRO 
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young people.  There are countless examples of social workers going the extra mile, accompanying 

their young people to important appointments, checking up on them after exams, sending a card to 

just say ‘I’m proud of you’.  For some of the social workers with the more high risk adolescents, they 

should be commended for their “detective” work and dogged determination to know what’s going 

on with their young person.  This is particularly evident in some of the missing work where social 

workers have gained insight and helpful information and intelligence from perusing Facebook and 

other social media sites.  It is not unusual to take a casual stroll through the floors and see staff still 

working into the evening hours.   

Beyond just the commitment of staff, there’s a general feeling of team and shared purpose.  This 

isn’t to say that at times staff morale drops and things feel a bit unmanageable, but there’s a 

‘Croydon resiliency’ that is to be applauded. 

Other notable highlights to celebrate include: 

 Ongoing work around asylum seeking children between the Home Office & Permanence 1 

 Social work agreement to commit to work on reducing the number of cases where LAC 
reports and minutes are not completed in time 
 

 Cases going into proceedings more timely, especially for children 5 and under 

 Successful joint enterprises between social work teams and IROs- 

 

o LAC review work flow process on CRS- this has been almost a year project of a work 

group with social worker and manager representatives from Permanence, Leaving 

Care and IRO teams to re-design the recording process of LAC reviews 

 

o Development & delivery of training on Pathway Planning 

 The move of all social work staff to Bernard Weatherill House   

 The roll-out of new IT kit for staff   

 The work around CSE & Missing 

 The work of Permanence 1 in work with UASC during the recent Calais crisis  

Much work to improve services has happened this year.  The array of Early Help offerings have 

expanded and are more fully understood and accessible for families and staff.  This has been 

particularly useful when looking to step down services from CSC.  Investment in staff training 

continues and systemic concepts are becoming more embedded in practice.   

There are many strengths within the service delivery for looked after children that we 

enthusiastically applaud and say well done!   
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Practice Concerns 

In considering themes of concerns highlighted by IROs this year, it is a bit disheartening, yet not 

surprising to see many of the same concerns from last year.   Concerns remain consistent around the 

LAC review process: 

 Reports not submitted in advance of meeting 

 Lack of preparation/planning by social work team for review 

 Lack of response to review decisions or request for information from social work teams 

This year we saw an increase in the number of reviews that were cancelled by social work teams 

without notification to the IRO and reviews where children had changed placement or review 

venues changed without the IRO being informed.  This is of concern firstly because the guidance is 

clear that only the IRO can cancel a review and this non-compliance will be more fully monitored in 

this upcoming year.  Secondly, caseloads being as they are for IROs, there is little room in their 

diaries to re-arrange reviews, subsequently making already tight timescales almost impossible to 

meet.   

There has been some improvement in care proceedings for children 5 and under being initiated 

more timely due to rigorous tracking and monitoring.   Still concerns persist around care proceedings 

and the challenge now seems to be around older children and teenagers engaging in all sorts of risky 

behaviours and determining when to consider the threshold for proceedings.  Sadly there are still 

too many cases where there is delay between the Legal Planning Meeting when it was agreed 

threshold was met and when proceedings are actually initiated by the Local Authority.  The IRO 

service welcomes the opportunity to develop an effective working partnership with the newly 

appointed Court Progression manager and Court team unit manager to support more timely work 

around care proceedings.   

Another concern from last year that remains is the transition planning from LAC services to Leaving 

Care.  What is of primary concern for IROs is the quality of preparation for children leaving care to 

live independently.   This was borne out in the feedback from our young people, where over half of 

the young people who responded (55%) indicated various aspects of leaving care services were not 

adequately explained.  IROs remain frustrated that for many young people turning 18 who are 

having their last reviews, Personal Advisors (PA) often do not in attend.  Good practice would dictate 

PAs routinely attend reviews to ensure appropriate plans are in place to provide sufficient support to 

care leavers.  The IRO link to the Leaving Care service continues to raise this in meetings with the 

service stressing the importance of their attendance. This concern for the service delivery to care 
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leavers was echoed in the ‘- Keep on caring: supporting young people from care to independence’5 

policy paper that was issued July, 2016.  The strategy set forth in the paper identifies 5 key outcomes 

for care leavers:  

 All young people leaving care should be better prepared and supported to live 

independently 

 Improved access to education employment and training 

 Care leavers should experience stability in their lives and feel safe and secure 

 Improved access to health support 

 Care leavers achieve financial stability 

The paper sets out a detailed strategy for both Local Authorities and partners to share corporate 

parenting responsibility towards care leavers and work collaboratively so that these young people 

achieve the stated five outcomes.  It challenges all professionals working with care leavers to raise 

our aspirations for them to be on par with what we would wish for our own children. The IROs are 

on board with this agenda and these aspirations for care leavers.  We have developed an effective 

partnership in our linking role with Leaving Care Service.  For example, we supported training efforts 

around Pathway Planning.  We look forward to driving this agenda forward and working with 

colleagues in the Permanence and Leaving Care Service to deliver much better outcomes for our 

care leavers.   

Finally there were a couple of new practice concerns that surfaced this year:  

Translation services- there has been an increase of LAC reviews whereby interpreters are either not 

booked or do not show up.  At times IROs have expressed concern about the quality of the 

interpretation service provided.  For some of those cases, IROs liaised directly with translation 

services to raise complaints.  We will now monitor this in reviews and will provide regular updates to 

appropriate Delivery Managers and Interpreter Services Managers. 

More and more social workers are looking to IRO’s to create care plans and use the review process 

as the place to create the plan, not fully understanding that the IRO’s role is to review the plans 

created by the social work team.  In some ways this is a reflection of deepening professional 

relationship and trust as IROs have been much more consultative to the teams and often spend 

                                                           
5 Keep on caring-supporting young people from care to independence 
HM Government Policy Paper, July, 2016 
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considerable time with social workers discussing cases.  However, the IRO must be diligent to ensure 

lines are not crossed into care planning to maintain objective scrutiny of the care plan. 

The last concern is not related to practice but about the responsibility to ensure a functioning 

Children in Care Council.  We are aware of long standing struggles to develop this group in a 

meaningful way and a variety of strategies have been attempted and the key responsibility for the 

group moved to different parts of the service in an attempt to find the best fit to develop.  There has 

been little mention of the CICC since it moved to Leaving Care services last year.  As a service we 

have regularly asked for updates about 

the group and it appears that it 

continues under-developed.  There are 

some ideas in the service regarding the 

Council and if there is space where this 

work is being discussed and developed, 

the IROs would want to be involved.   

Final Reflections 

In the opening of this section is was stated that it was disheartening to have many of the same 

concerns as the previous year, yet not surprising.  From the perspective of the IROs the system, 

including us, is stretched to near capacity.  Staff, with the best of intent, are struggling to manage 

caseloads.  Families and young people needing our services are becoming more complex, young 

people are exposed to all sorts of dangers- substance misuse, sexual exploitation, trafficking- and are 

engaging in risky behaviours.  Resources are limited, budgets are strained and time is limited.  This is 

not just a reality for Croydon, most local authorities are experiencing the same fundamental battle- 

managing demand with diminishing resources.  Within this context, meaningful change will not 

come quick and will need time; but this all must be underpinned by a commitment to change and 

improvement.  There have been glimmers of brilliance in practice and some movement in areas of 

concerns.  The challenge for the IRO service will be to develop a strong voice of championship for 

our looked after children in achieving permanency and supporting care leavers towards successful 

independence.   

We are looking forward to the coming year and our work will be guided by the Service action plan 

that sets out our continued work around identified areas of improvement.  This plan will be regularly 

RAG rated and will be reviewed in the Practice Development Group chaired by the Director of 

Children’s Social Care. 

 

HOPE REIGNS ETERNAL and all we can do for the 

children we work with is hope that they can 

overcome their past and celebrate triumph over 

adversity. The little glimmers of change we see 

need to be magnified in the hope that they will 

consistently choose to do better. 
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