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Report to: Overview and 
Scrutiny Committee 
(Children's Services 
and Safeguarding)

Date of Meeting: Tuesday 28 
September 2021

Subject: Independent Reviewing Officers Annual Report

Report of: Executive Director 
of Children's Social 
Care and Education

Wards Affected: (All Wards);

Portfolio: Children’s Social Care

Is this a Key 
Decision:

No Included in 
Forward Plan:

 No

Exempt / 
Confidential 
Report:

No

Summary:

This Annual IRO Executive Summary report provides information about the IRO service 

within Sefton MBC between 1st April 2020 and March 31st, 2021. Overall what we can 

see is a developing service which continues to work to support good outcomes for 

children and young people in Sefton.

The Independent Review Officers’ (IRO) service is set within the framework of the 

updated IRO Handbook, linked to revised Care Planning Regulations and Guidance 

which were introduced in April 2011. The responsibility of the IRO has changed from the 

management of the review process to a wider overview of the childs journey including 

regular monitoring and follow-up between reviews. The IRO has a key role in relation to 

the improvement of care planning for children that are Looked After and for robust 

challenge. 

Recommendation(s):

(1) Members note the work undertaken for the year and the actions under the 
improvement plan for children’s service.

(2) The advocacy and Independent Visitor service needs to be developed to a wider 
offer in line the IRO handbook and Children Act requirements.     
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Reasons for the Recommendation(s):

All areas of the service can be managed within existing budget, with the exception of the 
expanding advocacy and independent visiting service for looked after children. This will 
mean commissioning a service from a provider locally or nationally.

Alternative Options Considered and Rejected: (including any Risk Implications)

The risks of not having sufficient capacity to offer looked children an advocacy and 
independent visitor service could result in children feeling that they had not adequately 
represented independently when they request it.  

What will it cost and how will it be financed?

(A) Revenue Costs – cost of current work programme is contained within agreed 
budget for Children’s Social Care 2021/22. Any developments to the Service 
which required additional funding would need to be found from within Children’s 
Social Care or considered by Council as part of Budget process for 2022/23.

(B) Capital Costs - n/a

Implications of the Proposals:

Resource Implications (Financial, IT, Staffing and Assets):
Not yet identified-options paper to consider development of service 

Legal Implications: none

Equality Implications:
There are no equality implications. 
Climate Emergency Implications:

The recommendations within this report will 
Have a positive impact Y
Have a neutral impact Y
Have a negative impact N
The Author has undertaken the Climate Emergency training for 
report authors

N
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Contribution to the Council’s Core Purpose:

Protect the most vulnerable: developing and building advocacy and independent visiting 
for vulnerable children supports including their views to care planning. 

Facilitate confident and resilient communities: supports children develop resilience 

Commission, broker and provide core services: n/a

Place – leadership and influencer: n/a

Drivers of change and reform: the improvements identified within this report

Facilitate sustainable economic prosperity:

Greater income for social investment: 

Cleaner Greener

What consultations have taken place on the proposals and when?

(A) Internal Consultations

The Executive Director of Corporate Resources and Customer Services (FD.6543/21.) 
and the Chief Legal and Democratic Officer (LD4744) have been consulted and any 
comments have been incorporated into the report.

(B) External Consultations 

none

Implementation Date for the Decision

Immediately following the Committee meeting.

Contact Officer: Caroline McKenna
Email Address: Caroline.Mckenna@sefton.gov.uk

Appendices:

There are no appendices to this report

Background Papers:

There are no background papers available for inspection
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Safeguarding & Independent Reviewing Officers 
Annual Report 

April 2020 – March 2021.
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Sections 
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Some important facts and figures to know about
our work this year.

Section 2
Information about IROs escalating matters for
children and young people. 

Section 3
Things the IRO service found about how children’s plans
were progressed.

Section 4
What the IRO service has done in 2020-2021.

Section 5
IRO service priorities for 2021-2022. 
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Introduction
This Annual IRO Executive Summary report provides information about the IRO service 

within Sefton MBC between 1st April 2020 and March 31st, 2021. Overall what we can see is 

a developing service which continues to work to support good outcomes for Children and 

young people in Sefton.

The Independent Review Officers’ (IRO) service is set within the framework of the updated 

IRO Handbook, linked to revised Care Planning Regulations and Guidance which were 

introduced in April 2011. The responsibility of the IRO has changed from the management of 

the Review process to a wider overview of the Childs journey including regular monitoring 

and follow-up between Reviews. The IRO has a key role in relation to the improvement of 

care planning for children that are Looked After and for robust challenge. 

The IRO service to have a ‘work with’ approach based on an understanding that the 

Independent Reviewing Officer challenge and the role of the Corporate Parent for the child 

which is the local authority. The statutory guidance sets out that the statutory duties of the 

IRO are to [section 25B (1), 1989 Act]:

● monitor the performance by the local authority of their functions in relation to

the child’s case;

● participate in any review of the child’s case;

● ensure that any ascertained wishes and feelings of the child concerning the case are given 

due consideration by the appropriate authority; and

● perform any other function which is prescribed in regulations. 

The primary task of the IRO is to ensure that the care plan for the child fully reflects

the child’s current needs and that the actions set out in the plan are consistent with

the local authority’s legal responsibilities towards the child. As corporate parents

each local authority should act for the children they look after as a responsible and

conscientious parent would act.
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The IROs are placed within the Safeguarding & Quality Assurance Unit alongside Child 

protection conference Chairs. In Sefton there are 2 designated Child Protection Case 

Conference Chairs.  The report references how this service, like all others, has had to work 

differently this year in response to the pandemic Covid-19, whilst continuing to offer the 

child protection case conference service to families. Having concluded the reporting year 

with an Ofsted focused visit in February 2021 the service recognises that there is more to be 

done in terms of the two priority actions:   

  Timely application of the pre-proceedings stage of the Public Law Outline where risks 

for children are not reducing through child protection planning.

 The effectiveness of case supervision and the monitoring of children who are subject 

to child protection planning, including those children in the pre-proceedings process, 

to prevent drift and delay. 

The service is prioritising this work through the Improvement Plan following the focussed visit.

Section 1
Some important facts and figures to know
about our work this year.

The Looked After population in Sefton from 1ST April 2020 to the 31st March 2021 has 

increased from 586 to 617 children. The data informs there has been a steady increase in April 

2020 to 586 Children with a further increase in October 2020 rising to 607 and again 

increasing to 617 in March 2021.

In Sefton 24% of children were under 1 years of age when they became looked after during 

the year ending March 2021.

 Visits to Children and young people this year have in the main been via technology due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the UK being in lock down for a period time, which resulted in 

face to face visits being suspended through the Adoption and Children (Coronavirus) 

(Amendment) Regulations 2020. This was not ideal as face to face visits should always be the 

preferred option, however, we have learned that some children and young people do want 

Page 9

Agenda Item 6



3

to continue with visits via technology and moving forward this will continue to be an 

additional option for children but not replacing the duty to see and speak with the IRO. 

Safeguarding and Quality Assurance Unit.

 There are 8 full time IROs and 1 part time IRO within the team.

 There are 2 designated Child protection chairs. 

 A full time IRO works with an average of 77-80 children 

 A full time Child protection chair works with an average of 80 cases.

 The IRO team have been working remotely through the COVID-19 pandemic 

completing reviews via Microsoft Teams which is not ideal however this has been a 

positive way of ensuring that reviews have still taken place and the child\young person 

has been able to access their IRO.

A total of 1140 LAC reviews were chaired by IROs in the year ending 31st March 2021. We 

continue to aspire to hold all reviews on time and have permission to record reviews as a 

series of meetings to ensure timeliness.

There were 22% of Initial child protection care conferences held out of timescale.  This relates 

to 35 meetings and involved 68 children.  We maintain an understanding of the reasons 

contributing to this pattern on a month by month basis and so a summary of reasons is 

attributable to provision of reports being available in a timely way (to support engagement 

of parents in the meeting), late bookings of meetings, Covid self-isolation, Christmas shut 

down, the need for advocacy, missing information from other authorities and  sometimes due 

to changes of professionals or social worker availability.  There was also one conference that 

was affected by technical difficulties as it was facilitated by Microsoft Teams.   

• 98% of reviews took place within the required timescale, so most children and 

people had their reviews in a timely way.

.

• 84% of Children and young people participated in their LAC reviews for the year 

ending March 2021.  Participation includes attending and/or contributing to their 

LAC review.   This is positive but can also be built upon.  
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  ‘My Report’ is a positive way of gaining the thoughts of the children but they need 

to be used much more frequently and agreed processes need to be in place with the 

Social Workers about how each individual child will be consulted with and for what 

reason.

 The IRO’s are well represented on the Practice champions group and have recently 

embedded the processes that support the use of ‘My Report’ with 143 being 

returned this year by Children and young people.   

 In total, the Safeguarding & Quality Assurance Service have facilitated 160 Initial 

child protection conferences during 2020/21, which focused on 324 children.  

 Of the 324 children discussed 299 were made subject to a child protection plan. 60 

of the children were made subject to a child protection plans for a subsequent 

period (20%).

 25 children who were discussed at a conference were not made subject to a child 

protection plan (8%).

 34 of the cases discussed included unborn babies (10%) and 32 of these were made 

subject to a Child protection Plan.  

 22% of Initial child protection care conferences were held out of timescale.  This 

relates to 35 meetings and involved 68 children.

 Reasons include – COVID-19, Christmas shut down, late bookings of meetings, 

technical difficulties and requirement for advocacy.

Supervision and training

IROs and child protection chairs have scheduled monthly one to one supervision (pro rata) 

and informal supervision. They also have a peer group supervision to reflect on practice 

issues, new research and policy developments.  All IROs have a Personal Development Plan 

(PDP) and are encouraged to attend training, including regionally and with CAFCASS and the 

Court teams. The Team also host learning events and contribute to performance and planning 

sessions.  

Page 11

Agenda Item 6



5

Section 2.
Information about IROs\CP Chairs escalating 
matters for children and young people.

The data for both Informal Issue Resolution Case notes and Practice Alerts are showing that 

the IRO’s are challenging practice in the best interests of the children. 

The Safeguarding & Quality Assurance Unit has an agreed process in place to resolve practice 

issues which starts with monitoring of key themes. The process includes resolving issues 

informally and raising formal practice alerts for issues that can’t be resolved informally or are 

more serious in nature.

IROs have issued 106 practice alerts for practice that requires improvement across the Service 

(although it must be noted that these can be a mixture of single children and sibling groups). 

29 of the practice alerts were raised in the Corporate Parenting Team. 

IRO’s have issued 596 Informal Issue Resolution case notes (although again it must be noted 

that these can be a mixture of single children and sibling groups).  44% of these being raised 

in the Corporate Parenting Team.

Formal practice alerts for Child protection cases have been low at only 25 for the reporting 

year. The low number of formal alerts from the chairs needs further consideration, given the 

significant drift and delay being recorded and reflected in the length of time children remain 

on plans as identified by audit and data.

Themes include;

 No reports being available for the Review meeting

 Lack of progress of the previous review recommendations

 Lack of final evidence being made available to the IRO

 Unregistered placements 
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 Lack of timely pathway plans

 A lack of evidence of visits to the Child

 Care planning meetings not being held

 Changes of placement or Care plan, without IRO oversight

 Health assessments not completed within timescales

 lack of core groups.

 poor quality or delayed assessments.

 parents being unable to participate in the meetings.

Section 3
Things the IRO service found about how children’s 
plans were progressed;

The IRO’s main concern is to make sure that children and young people in care have a good, 

effective and timely care plan that meets their needs. The IROs are responsible to monitor 

and track the Child\Young Persons Care Plan between their reviews to ensure that their 

Care Plan is being fulfilled and that the child is accessing everything they should be.

Out of 149 Looked After Children case sampled in March 2020 45 % of these evidenced 

regular Care Planning meetings had been completed. In comparison to Feb 2020 where only 

33% cases had a recorded Care planning meeting on their file.  

IROs can challenge poor practice using the quality assurance (informal) and dispute 

resolution (formal) processes. They also have the authority to refer serious concerns directly 

to the Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS). In Sefton, the IRO 

service continues to promote the ‘Good Practice Protocol for Public Law Work’ that exists 

between CAFCASS and the IRO service.  
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As per the Quality Assurance Framework, the IRO Manager undertakes routine 

practice observations of the IRO’s twice per year and there have been several audits to quality 

assure the Service.

Children and young people’s preparation and involvement in reviews

84% of Children and young people participated in their LAC reviews for the year ending 

March 2021.  Participation includes attending and/or contributing to their LAC review.   This 

is positive but can also be built upon.  The IRO’s are well represented on the Practice 

champions group and have recently embedded the processes that support the use of ‘My 

Report’ with a 143 being returned this year by Children and young people.  They are working 

alongside the Principal Social Workers to support the forms and plans used with Children 

and young people to become consistently Child friendly.

Section 4
What the IRO service has done in
2020-2021.

 All children in care are allocated a named IRO within 72 hours of notification to this 

service of them being in care.

 Most reviews take place within statutory timescale, or when the law says we should 

do them, and children and young people mostly appear to be able to contribute their 

views to their reviews, including participating directly in the meeting.

 In August 2020 the IRO service completed a questionnaire with Sefton’s Looked after 

Children following on from the Pledge.

During the year the Child protection chairs and their manager have continued to get involved 

with wider safeguarding improvements across the service.  This has included;-
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 Ongoing support to Working Together to Safeguarding Children (2018) Government 

guidance training by CP chairs

 Contributing to the Safeguarding Partnership policy and procedure sub group (the 

team manager is vice chair) and supporting the LSCB CSAFE strategy  

 The CP chairs being part of the audit pool for the LSCB and social care

 The manager being part of the Legal liaison meetings and involved in developing the 

work around pre proceedings.

 The chairs contributing to CP chair practitioner networks and research in practice 

around family participation during COVID

 The manager supporting partnership audits eg core group agreement and GP 

contribution to conferences.

 The manager and service manager undertaking ongoing dip samples in relation to 

topics such as core group working, quality of visits to children on child protection 

plans and routinely auditing the cases of children who become Looked after, when 

previously subject to child protection planning.

Section 5
IRO service priorities for 2021-2022.

The IRO’s will continue to support developments across the Council through being part of 

practice champions networks and working on multi agency.  We are supporting the quality 

assurance framework by being part of the audit pool and continuing to learn from audit. The 

Team Manager will remain part of the permanence focus of the Service and ensure that she 

keeps abreast of regional and national developments on behalf of the team.

The Safeguarding unit is in the process of recruiting a child protection conference chair 

manager and an additional safeguarding conference chair to address the capacity issues of 

having just 2 dedicated chairs.

The IRO midpoint check function has recently been embedded into LCS, the electronic 

child’s record, allowing the IRO to have full oversight of the Care Plan outside of the review 
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with the system alerting the IRO to when a midpoint check is due, again this will allow the 

IRO to monitor in a timely manner. 

The child protection chair midpoint check has recently been embedded in to LCS allowing the 

CP Chair to have full oversight of the Child Protection Plan outside of the reviewing period 

and allowing issues to be identified earlier rather than later.

The IRO service has recently relaunched the escalation process to ensure that both informal 

and formal practice alerts can be managed within time frames and limit the drift in the 

response from Children’s Social Care.

• Continued refresh and development of escalation and dispute processes – 

redesigned in August 2021.

• Re brand the role of the CIN IRO to ensure a consistent understanding of how this 

role is being used to focus on planning for young people where there is risk of harm 

from outside of the family home.

• Work with the family and professional feedback to triangulate the evidence from 

routinely observing conferences to support development of the service 

• Build on case recording and data recording systems to produce an effective, timely 

and routine data set.

• To provide appropriate challenge where children are placed at a distance.

• Working with the Leaving Care service to implement a checklist for the IRO service 

around unregulated placements and the use of resettlement passports that is being 

created. 

• Developing guidance that supports savings being incorporated into every placement 

at source to ensure that all Looked after Children have a savings account for their 

transition into adulthood.

• A working group has been set up to look at how to include children and young people 

using technology to gain an improved feedback from the Pledge survey.
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• Develop, in response to national and regional learning the practice to support the 

conferences to revert to being face to face with families as the restrictions ease whilst 

maintaining the best practice from virtual engagement that has worked for some 

families.

• Expand advocacy and independent visitor service for children who are living outside 

of the authority and those who need that require the support of an independent 

advocate for child protection processes and through care planning. 

Page 17

Agenda Item 6



This page is intentionally left blank


	Agenda
	6 Independent Reviewing Officers Annual Report
	Enc. 1 for Independent Reviewing Officers Annual Report


