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1.  Introduction
This annual report is set out in three sections:

Part One - report from the Child protection chair 

Part Two - report from the Independent reviewing managers 

Part Three - refers to additional work undertaken by the Conference and reviewing managers 

1.1. Staffing  
There have been a number of staffing and structural changes in the Safeguarding Unit over the year.  The Safeguarding Unit now has shared management over Halton and Cheshire West and Chester, this was implemented in January 2014.  2 Senior Managers for Safeguarding and Quality Assurance oversee the Safeguarding Unit one with responsibility for Child Protection Conference Chairs and LADO and the other for Children In Care and the Independent reviewing Managers.  Prior to this the Lead Conference and Reviewing manager maintained responsibilities for the management of the independent conference and reviewing managers. 
At the start of the reporting period, April 2013, there are 3 full time Conference and Reviewing managers responsible for reviewing the Children In the Care of Halton Borough Council.
The IRM’s were responsible for the following areas of work;

· The reviewing of Children In Care, this is a statutory role to have oversight of children’s care plans and are empowered to act on their behalf in challenging the Local Authority.
· LADO - on a rota basis oversight and management of cases concerning allegations against adults working with children.
· The independent review of Child In Need cases.
· Foster carer reviews.
· Regulation 33 visits.
· Charing CP conferences when lead manager is not available.
· Facilitating Life Appreciation days.
· Chairing Disruption meetings. 
The Lead conference and reviewing manager was responsible for the following areas of work:

· Chairing of Child Protection Conferences.

· LADO – chairing meetings were allegations were made against an adult who works with children.

· Independent review of Child In Need cases

· Auditing 

· Management of the Independent Reviewing Managers
· In January 2013 the Lead Conference and Reviewing Manager also took responsibility for chairing the CSE and Missing operational sub group.

· Chairing Children in Care reviews when IRM’s were unable.

By December 2013 a full time conference chair was appointed due the structure changes and increasing children on a CP plan.  The conference chair has responsibility for the following key areas:

· Chairing all CP conferences.

· LADO
· Duty

· Independent review of Child In Need plans

· OLT

· Training

· Audits

At the beginning of the reporting year there were 6 business support officers who support the children in care and child protection conference/reviewing processes. However due to increasing demands this has increased to 6 1/2.   
2. Part One - Report from Senior Manager for Safeguarding and Quality Assurance
2.1
Child Protection Planning

By the end of April 2014 the number of children subject to CP planning had risen to 163.  This increase in numbers had been achieved over a 12 month period and continues to rise.  At the end of Last year an audit was undertaken by the Divisional manager for Children In Need and the outcome was that there were cases in the CIN teams that required a referral to the Safeguarding Unit for a multi-agency view to determine whether a child protection plan was required.  In addition to the audit undertaken the Contact and Referral Team (CART) was developed.
Halton are not unique in seeing a rise in child protection planning as our regional neighbours are also seeing increasing numbers, for child protection planning.  In considering why Halton continues to see a rise of children subject to CP planning, particularly in relation to neglect there are a number of contributing factors.  The CP planning process is seeing an increase in the ages of young people being made subject of CP plans.  Plans for young people who are missing from home frequently and or are missing education have been categorised as neglect.  This is as a result of the concerns that parents are not actively taking steps to protect a young person or reporting them missing and continued risky behaviour exposes the young person to; emotional, physical and even sexual risks.
In addition to the above, the rise in plans for neglect must also be considered against the political climate over the last 4 years with significant impacts being noted over the last 18 months.  Research undertaken by; UNICEF, Child Poverty Action Group, Institute for Fiscal Studies, Banardo’s and Save the Children all highlight that child poverty is continuing to increase.  Whilst not all families who have experienced these challenges go on to neglect their children for some families who are already struggling to meet the daily needs of their children the impact of changes to benefits and working environment can emphasis those difficulties already experienced resulting in children suffering significant harm.

The Safeguarding Unit has continued to ensure that those children who have a child protection plan in place require a plan.  This ensures that Child protection work focuses on those children who are at risk of or are likely to suffer from significant harm and that they receive appropriate support and guidance to make the necessary changes.  

In previous reports it has been noticeable that the trends in respect of CP plans have followed similar patterns over the years with growth and reduction being around the same times each year.  However this year has seen significant changes in those patterns with there being a consistent upwards thrust, with only October and February showing a slight drop.  In light of the low numbers of CP plans at the end of March 2013 the increase is appropriate and you would expect to see this stable out but early indicators suggest that this may not happen immediately.  When looking at comparator information the growth in CP planning is falling in line with our statistical neighbours at around 57.2 per 10,000 this is against last year’s reporting of 39.7 per 10,000.
The Safeguarding Unit continue to strive to understand the daily experiences of children subject to child protection planning and as a consequence have, in conjunction with other local authorities, piloted the ‘daily lived experience of the child’ conference model. The model is currently under evaluation and the evaluation process should be completed in September 2014.  One of the positive aspects of the model relates to the visual tool used to demonstrate clearly to parents what the positives are, the areas for development and the risks.   As a consequence, the safeguarding unit is considering using this within all conferences once the initial evaluation has completed to confirm the impact it has had.
Parents are encouraged and supported to offer their views, about whether they believe that their children are at risk of harm and whether they understand concerns raised.  When appropriate, parents are supported by the advocacy service which has offered appropriate support and challenge, to both the conference and parents ensuring that they understand their responsibilities in order to safeguard the children.  There have been occasions when the advocacy service have requested that the plan includes specific pieces of work and or referrals to particular agencies, these often relate to work around budgeting and housing advice as a consequence of debt and changes in housing benefit.  At all times the advocate has been appropriate and is a valuable service for parents.  
2.2 
Journey of the child
The Safeguarding Unit has over the last year strived to improve the understanding and demonstration of the ‘child’s journey’ in conference.  This is achieved by the chair asking directly ‘how does the concern impact on the child, what is the short term and long term impact on the child and what does the child think about their life’

For this reporting year this style of chairing has remained and partner agencies have been receptive and supportive of the chairing style.  The conference chair has encouraged participation from young people either directly or in directly.  This year saw a conference being chaired by a young person.  This approach is unusual and would not work for many children subject to child protection planning.  It worked well in this instance due to the stage which the family were at.  The plan was progressing and changes were being made.  The family understood and agreed with the concerns and the children felt confident to attend and take some responsibility for obtaining information.  Afterwards the social worker reported that one of the children became more assertive in asking for what he wanted and fully engaged in the core group.  This is really positive to hear and an area that the Safeguarding Unit will continue to develop. In the forthcoming year.
Other occasions have seen teenagers in attendance voicing their views about whether they are at risk of harm.  This can be really powerful in conference as the young person is able to retell their experiences at home and demonstrate what they can do to contribute to the reduction of risks, and in aiding their understanding about what agencies concerns are.
An area for development in the forthcoming year will be the involvement of advocacy in the Child Protection process.  Currently the Safeguarding Unit invite the advocate to all conferences to maximise the opportunity for young people to have an advocate throughout the process.  Despite this the number of children taking up the opportunity for an advocate is low the reasons for this will be explored by the conference Chair as a priority area.
2.3 
Core Groups
The Role of the core group is to develop the outline plan agreed at conference and contribute to the support provided to families in order to reduce the risks.  Core groups should take place every 4-6 weeks depending on the nature of the concerns and therefore the type of support being offered.  As detailed in last year’s report attendance at core groups is good with partner agencies taking responsibility for the plan and its development.

In order for Halton to achieve the very highest standard for those families we work with it is important that on the occasions were core group has not met within the timescale specified in the plan partner agencies address this via were appropriate the escalation process and notify the conference chair.  Over this year there have been occasions were core groups have not met as frequently as required but despite this the conference chair has not been contacted by core group members or their managers to advise that this is the case.  As a result action taken can be too late and it is these occasions were drift potentially becomes an issue.  
 2.4
Scrutiny and Challenge
Children subject to child protection planning are those considered to be suffering or at risk of significant harm. In order to ensure progress of plans and identify drift the conference chair has an important role to scrutinise each child’s plan, the reduction in risks to the child and multi- agency working.  

The CP chair will inform the Children’s Social Care managers of any concerns as they arise.  Challenges made are around practice issues, for example a report not being available to the family and chair prior to the day of conference or were the chair disagrees with a decision made.  The capacity to do this prior to December 2013 has been significantly reduced and in recognition of this the appointment of a full time chair was made. As the Child protection plans continued to increase, March 2014 saw agreement for the unit to recruitment an additional Conference chair and the appointment should be confirmed in April 2014.  This is essential to ensure that the Conference chairs are able to undertake their scrutiny and quality assurance role to the full and continue to support all agencies developing excellent practices and outcomes for children and families. 
There is a formal dispute process; which is used in cases where there is not a satisfactory resolution reached to an issue raised or were the concern constitutes a significant error in judgement or decision that results in a child being in a situation of risk unaddressed or that is increased.  In instances where the conference chair has had cause to be concerned these are raised with the principal managers and were appropriate the Divisional managers and in most instances the matter can be resolved without the need to utilise the formal escalation process.
2.5
Advocacy
In the last annual report The Safeguarding Unit reported that the Advocacy service was put out to tender.  It was hoped that the new provider would be pro-active in ensuring that children subject to child protection planning were provided with advocacy during the time that they are subject to a Child Protection Plan.  The Contract was given to NYAS.  Over the year, despite the continued push from the safeguarding unit to improve the numbers of children in having an advocate, the actual number of children is low.

Advocacy is an important part of ensuring that children are feeling safe and that their wishes are incorporated into the CP plan and the objectives that they have in respect of their lives are met.  In addition to this an advocate offers an independent challenge to partner agencies and the Safeguarding Unit in the event that the child’s plan is not meeting the child’s wishes or does not incorporate their voice.  On the occasions when an Advocate has been present at conference they have been asked directly whether the plan is in accordance with the child’s wishes and whether it is addressing the concerns that a child has.  On all occasions the advocate has advised that it does.  However the amount of children who have an advocate is still very low.  

A number of strategies have been tried during the length of the contract, including the chair making referrals to the advocacy service directly, NYAS being advised of every conference, letters being changed to parents to include the advocacy service, leaflets being included in parental letters and advocacy being discussed with parents and children prior to and after conference.
The Safeguarding Unit will continue to pursue an improvement in the number of children receiving advocacy.  It is important to point out that despite the issues around advocacy there are a number of examples that can demonstrate positive, creative and effective working with young people to ensure that the risks reduce and their views are heard.  

2.6
Multi-agency attendance at conferences
Within the last annual report it was identified that the dedicated police officer who attended conferences was retiring. Initially another police officer was identified to attend however the police have experienced their own challenges and changes and as a consequence they were unable to continue to provide the dedicated officer.  The police are not always able to attend all conferences however they have committed to ensure that they attend initial conferences and for all conferences when they have had involvement during the review period.  
Attendance by schools has continued to excellent and the reporting from schools is continuing to improve.  School health advisors and health visitors attendance continues to be excellent and reports are always received. 
Attendance from Domestic abuse services working with parents continued to be poor over 2013 and 2014 and as with the previous reporting year apologies and reports were rarely received.  When Women’s Aid did attend they offered crucial information on progress made and developing the plan to reduce risks.  For some women who had been working well with women’s aid their lack of attendance at conference was disappointing as the positive progress made was not shared within the meeting or at core group.  In order to maintain confidence and motivation the multi- agency sharing of this information is crucial for parents.
Unfortunately no GP’s attended conferences during 2013-2014 and the provision of reports remained significantly low.  During this period of time the conference chair had little opportunity to undertake work with GP’s to improve reporting and attendance due to capacity issues and by December reporting from GP’s from extremely poor.  In response to the reduction of reports submitted the issue was again raised and the Safeguarding Unit will be involved in three training events at the start of the reporting period.  The low attendance and reporting by GP’s for conferences has been a feature of every quarterly report and the last annual report with little and no sustained improvement.  In order to effect change in this area, Halton Safeguarding Children Board will need address the issue formally.
The information that GP’s provide to conference is really important when developing the child protection plan to reduce risks to children.  It is not uncommon for parents to advise of mental health issues, depression and agoraphobia and this information can be easily challenged when conference has information from GP’s advising that there are no parental issues.  It also is of equal benefit when a GP reports that a parent is experiencing depression and is receiving medication as agencies are able to factor in appropriate support.

2.7 Electronic System
In the last annual report it was noted that the Safeguarding Unit did not have access to the electronic System Carefirst 6.  At the appointment of the Operational Director this issue was resolved and the Safeguarding Unit now have full access allowing us to input directly onto the child’s file.  This has meant that the Safeguarding Unit now creates a chairs report after conference which not only immediately identifies a child as being subject of CP planning but it allows the unit to add a short narrative regarding the reasons why.  This is of great benefit for the emergency duty team and managers who may need to respond to an issue shortly after conference when the plan has not yet been produced.
The CP plans are now also completed on Carefirst 6 and the template amended to ensure it is outcome focused.  In the forthcoming year work will continue to improve the templates used by both the Safeguarding Unit and Children’s social care team such as the core group record and developing a separate review conference report.  

2.8
LADO-a separate annual report is submitted to the LSCB 
In March 2014 a national LADO day was held and organised by the North West LADO group.  The day involved speakers from OFSTED, the British armed forces and the Diocese.  The day was informative but highlighted the differences in practice across the country by LADO’s.  As a response to the day it was agreed that the North West group would write to the DFE and request guidance on issues around record keeping and thresholds.  This would be welcomed as guidance and expectations vary between OFSTED, DFE and lessons from serious case reviews.  
A LADO briefing session will be held in April 2014 to disseminate the changes made to the LADO role in Working Together 2013.  There has already been much interest in the event and previous LADO briefings have been well received it is anticipated that this event will also be well attended and informative.  The Named LADO has completed the annual report and this has been submitted to Halton Safeguarding Children Board.
2.9
Child Sexual Exploitation
The CSE operational group has been in place since January 2013 and has continued to be chaired by the Senior Manager for Safeguarding and Quality assurance.  The operational group is developed in order to identify perpetrators, themes and areas in order to ensure a multi-agency response to reduce the risk of CSE in Halton and convict any perpetrators identified.
Children’s social care remain responsible for convening strategy meetings were there are concerns that a child may be at risk of CSE in order to agree how the risks can be reduced.  The plan in place for the child will continue to review the risks and agree any additional work required to keep the child safe.

To date there has not been any young person in Halton identified as having been sexually exploited but there have been a number of children identified as at risk.  This does not mean that children are not being sexually exploited and agencies all have a shared responsibility to identify these children and support police to pursue convictions.  Halton is not complacent in this area and partner agencies continue to work together to identify children vulnerable to or actually sexually exploited.
The CSE operational group has targeted areas in the local community identified as vulnerable to CSE.  For example the operational group has identified increased police presence and outreach workers for certain areas were children and young people congregate.  Catch 22 the commissioned service has completed many training events to raise awareness and targeted businesses such as taxi companies and B&B’s to raise awareness of CSE in order to pro-actively reduce the risks.
A review of the operational group will take place in 2014 to ensure that it is functioning appropriately and in the best way to address the risks locally.

3.0
Summary
The Safeguarding Unit has been under considerable pressure over 2013 due to increasing numbers of  child protection plans and only one conference chair who had additional duties such as managing the Independent reviewing officers, LADO, Training and developmental work.  

This was recognised by the senior management group who responded by re-structuring the Safeguarding Unit and appointing a full time Conference chair.  As the number of plans increased a further review was undertaken and by the end of March 2014 a further chair was appointed.  This is a positive move and will allow the conference chairs to more actively track child protection plans, promote agencies understanding of safeguarding and develop the child protection process, including challenging partner agencies so service delivery continues to improve.  This will provide further capacity to conference chairs to develop more child focused materials and develop the way in which CP plans are written for parents and children.
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