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PROGRESS ON SAFEGUARDING

Response to Lord Laming November 2008 

1. Good Practice

Sound practice in child protection remains core business for Specialist Services (children’s social care) within Leicestershire Children and Young People’s Service. This is kept under regular review and depends on a number of factors including:

· Low turnover of staff which provides for high levels of continuity and availability of experienced staff to manage the most complex cases

· Competent team managers with a high level of attention to case supervision and decision making. Again there is low turnover, so that experience and continuity are maintained.
· Clear lines of responsibility and decision making for child protection work.

· File monitoring by practitioners independent of case management. This consistently demonstrates a high level of good practice, including clear and comprehensive child protection plans. It has also tracked a steadily improving quality of case recording.
· The existence and acceptance of challenge from the Safeguarding Unit if issues are identified which suggest that practice needs to be reviewed.

· Reliable performance management information which is shared with, understood and used by managers at all levels.

· Consistent use of chronologies where there are safeguarding concerns – confirmed as an expectation following the Laming report in 2003.

· A good level of administrative staff to support child protection and children in care review processes. 

In addition there are a number of developments which have occurred over the last few years in the broader area of safeguarding. These include:
· Development of a safeguarding training programme for schools.

· Development of a process for ensuring and managing compliance by schools with responsibilities under the 2002 Education Act

· Development of a comprehensive policy, guidance and procedures for E-safety, initially in schools, but now being rolled out to other settings

· Development of effective allegations management

· Development of a new procedure and guidance on pre-birth assessments

2. Positive Inter-Agency Working

This is demonstrated in a number of areas:

· LSCB; rated outstanding in three JARs 2007/2008 which has an independent chair and excellent model of governance with direct links to the three CYPSP and the CEOs of all agencies represented on the LSCB. The Business Plan already includes the improvement of the serious case review process to include more independence as well as developments strengthening links between children and adults’ services; engaging minority communities and a strong focus on practice and performance review which has been identified as best practice by DCFS. The LSCB has developed a protocol, agreed with Chief Officers to enable the chair to  challenge systemic safeguarding concerns within agencies. The LSCB has also reviewed its training role and function with a view to widening the scope of training to reach more practitioners.
· MAPPA arrangements. Local inter-agency practice pre-dated statutory requirement by some years. Local authorities are key partners: to ensure that the safeguarding children element of MAPPA is given appropriate priority.

· Development of a process and agreement to provide psychological assessments of parents and other adults where there are child protection concerns (via CP conference); but short of statutory action.

· Regular liaison meetings between children’s social care and police at strategic and operational levels.

· Development of an effective system for health assessments of children in care, with dedicated medical and nursing staff which has improved quality and performance.

· Careful and managed roll out of CAF processes across the County.
3. Barriers and Problems

There are two significant areas that deserve comment: the Integrated Children System (ICS), and information sharing

· ICS

Leicestershire County Council, along with a large number of Local Authorities, has concerns about ICS if implemented as prescribed by DCSF.  
A move to a more standardised and electronic format of recording is wholly welcomed by Local Authorities.  Concerns which the LAs have about ICS are identified in the York study (January 2008) and have been raised with DCSF by Pan London Conference Chairs (November 2007). Authorities which have operated ICS Compliant Systems report an increase in work for social workers (12% - 20% estimated by some areas), yet the reports do not lend themselves to risk analysis or an overview of the child in their family and environmental context.  
Inspectors in the 2007 Joint Area Review of Leicestershire commented very favourably on Leicestershire’s inhouse system of case-recording and quality of assessments undertaken by the authority.


· Information Sharing

There are several issues involved here, but the main one is that Government advice on information sharing remains far too complex and appears written by committee. It does not help practitioners and others to know safely about basic rules of information sharing. It could and should be very much simpler.

A further issue is that there appear to be different rules for different organisations leading to even further complexity. For example in some areas police will not share information that there is non –conviction information about a person considered a risk to children; but will advise the organisation to seek a CRB check.

4. Ideas for specific actions by Government

The most crucial and immediate proposal here is to address the issue outlined above relating to the implementation of ICS. While the use of e-communication is welcomed and embraced along with the need for effective recording, the way ICS has been introduced has led to a bureaucratic approach which detracts from effective social work practice, takes social workers away from contact with families, results in processes which are unhelpful to most of the families we work with; and is potentially dangerous.

A further need is to address and clarify the issue of information sharing. Guidance as it presently exists is far too complex. It is still far too easy for people to avoid sharing information through fear of the consequences, rather than looking at the consequences of not doing so. Suggested simple advice would be:
· Seek parental consent to share information where there are no safeguarding concerns;

· Advise those with parental responsibility that you intend to share information unless this could put the child at increased risk;
· Nothing in law prevents the sharing of information if you have concerns about a child.

Nothing more is needed.

Linked to this is the issue of sharing information on people who present a risk to children. Firstly there should be a clear, unambiguous requirement for criminal justice agencies to share information on such people with child protection agencies (principally the Local Authority). Second there should be an urgent review of the use of police information. We have many instances of the police feeling constrained from sharing non conviction information, advice to apply for a CRB check etc where there is clearly sufficient information to suggest that someone presents a serious risk (reference to Ian Huntley’s early career should make this concern clear).
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