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Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) 
Annual Report 2020 / 21 

1st April 2020 to 31st March 2021 

Executive Summary  

This report is provided in accordance with the statutory requirement for the IRO Manager to produce an Annual 
Report about the delivery of services and outcomes for children in care. This report also includes data about 
children subject to protection plans, as IROs in York oversee both groups of children. 

The period 1st April to 31st March 2021 was significantly impacted by the Covid pandemic. National constraints 
on travel and physical contact led to Social Workers and IROs undertaking Covid risk assessments to inform 
and enable us to maintain proportionate oversight and/or visits to the children we work with. From March 2020 
child protection conferences and child in care review meetings have been undertaken remotely with all parties 
working well with the IRO service to help maintain robust consultation and effective participation. Despite the 
challenges of remote working meetings continued to take place in good time with good multi agency input, 
and IRO’s direct contact with children and their carers steadily increased across the year.  

Good contingency planning was put in place in anticipation that the pandemic may have caused a direct rise 
in children requiring care,  however in the event no children required care because their carers were ill. There 
was however a steady continuation in the rise of children in care in the first half of the year consistent with the 
trend initiated last year. This levelled  in the 2nd half of the year midway between the Regional and National 
averages.  

The age, gender and racial profile of children in care in York has remained consistent with previous years and    

children in care have experienced increased stability with fewer children experiencing multiple moves and 
more children remaining with the same carers for longer.  

Availability of suitable local placements has required some children to be placed outside of the city who would 
have benefitted from being closer to their family, school and social networks and there has been a small 
increase in the number of children with complex care needs, requiring more specialist care. Work is underway 
to provide bespoke care for these children within the city and to recruit more local foster carers.  

A higher percentage of children subject to care orders have been successfully returned or maintained in the 
care of their family. Local Special Guardianship support arrangements are being enhanced to enable more 
children to remain in the care of their families without the need for social work oversight where this is not 
required.  

The Corporate Parenting Board are asked to note the contents of this report and the continued need to;-  

 Maintain IRO caseloads within recommended statutory guidelines to enable IROs to undertake effective 
consultation with all children, robustly oversee implementation of plans and escalate any issues of potential 
concern. 

 Further improve placement stability by increasing sufficiency of local placement provision and reduce use 
of out of area and independent care provision as outlined in 2020-2023 Sufficiency Strategy. 

 Reduce reliance on agency workers to fill social work and IRO vacancies as is being achieved by 
recruitment drives, expansion of the Frontline and social work academy and IRO Service Review. 

 

The IRO service plan sets out how the IRO are taking these developments forward. 

 Promoting the voice and influence of children in care – ensuring we listen to children and act on what 
they tell us 

 Achieve permanency for children in care- ensuring all children are living and being cared for in suitable 
arrangements that they are happy to call home.  

 Promote positive Family Relationships and Identity – helping children who can safely remain or return 
to their families to do so, whilst helping those who can’t to stay in touch with the people who are 
important to them 

 Promote best outcomes for children in care, celebrating success and encouraging children and their 
carers to be ambitious in what they seek to achieve. 
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1. Legal and Local Context 

1.1 The law states that all children and young people that become looked after must be 
allocated an Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO).   

 

1.2 The IRO Handbook (2010) details the IRO’s  statutory responsibility to   

 provide a safeguard to prevent or address drift or gaps in the assessment, planning or 
delivery of services to children in care 

 ensure that children’s plans provide an effective response to the child’s individual needs 
and wishes based on robust, current assessment involving all relevant parties 

 ensure that the child fully understands the implications of any changes to their plan, 
understands how an advocate could assist them and their entitlement to one should they want 
to challenge the plans being made for them 

 Monitor the activity of the local authority as a corporate parent, alert senior managers to 
any issues of potential concern and report on outcomes achieved for children in care 

 

1.3 To achieve this  

 All Looked after Children have a named IRO who remains a consistent figure during the 
child’s journey through care as far as is reasonably practicable.  

 The IRO chairs a meeting to review the child’s care plan within 20 working days of any 
new care episode, within 3 months and then at least every 6 months or sooner if a change to 
the care plan is proposed. 

 The IRO consults with the child as part of their review process, making sure that the child 
understands and can make a genuine contribution to plans for their care; understands the 
implications of any changes and understands their entitlement to legal advice or independent 
advocacy and how these could help  

 The IRO provides challenge and support to social workers, their managers and partner 
agencies  to help ensure pursuit of best life chances for the individual and collective child in 
care   

 The IRO oversees implementation of care plans, tracking progress against planned 
outcomes, identifying potential drift and raising challenge via a formal  resolution process with 
duty to refer concerns to Children and Families Court Advisory Support Services if not 
satisfactorily resolved by the local authority. 

 

1.4   In York IROs also provide independent oversight of  the planning for  children subject to child 
protection plans, ensuring that child protection conferences are delivered in a robust way, in line 
with statutory guidance (‘Working Together’ 2018) and City of York Safeguarding Partnership 
procedures.  

 

1.4 The IRO service maintains live reports available to the full management group to maximise 
transparency and quick resolution of  any emergent  practice issues impacting on children in 
care and subject to protection plan. The IRO Manager also presents a monthly report to 
Children Social Care Senior Management Meeting and Performance Board meetings 
regarding the key issues arising and resolutions sought to assist in the identification and 
resolution of systemic issues. The IRO service is co-located with Advanced Practitioners 
under the Principle Social Worker and Group Manager for Quality Assurance – helping to 
ensure that emergent issues from IRO reporting are well understood by the Senior 
Management Team and quickly inform the Children Social Care evolving training and support 
program and weekly Principle Social work blogs. 
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2. In accordance with York CYC mission statement ‘Every conversation starts 
with the child’. 

 

2.1 Number one priority for the IRO service continues to be the drive to promote the voice and 

profile of children and maximises their influence and direct participation in the planning for their lives. 

No one knows how well we are doing for children better than the children themselves. York’s 

Children’s Rights and Advocacy (Speak Up) Service  has developed effective mechanisms for direct 

representation of children in care via the very well-established Children in Care Council, Care 

Leavers Forum and younger children’s participation group (‘Show Me That I Matter’, ‘I Matter Too’ 

and ‘I Still Matter’ groups). During the pandemic the groups met weekly between April and June 

2020, with over 40 young people participating in 50 meetings. The groups have provided insightful 

feedback regarding Covid related legislative changes, contact with social workers, access to IT, the 

impact of Covid on children’s emotional wellbeing and their experience of health assessments. This 

feedback has led to the development of additional guidance and promotional literature for children 

and professionals about health assessments, pathway plans and clear steer for more to be done to 

help children understand more about significant changes and key decisions made about their care. 

The IRO service are taking forward these recommendations in the 2021 service plan by better 

promotion of Health Pathways, Pathway Plans  life story work and children’s direct consultation and 

participation in meetings. 

 

2.2  Feedback from a group of care experienced young parents regarding their experience of 
participation in meetings is further informing this work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3 The CYC Children’s Rights and Advocacy Service also facilitate a bi-annual survey for 
children in care. Early analysis of the 2021 U Matter Survey indicates that 97% of those who 
responded feel safe and happy where they are living and trust the adults they live with. 80% said 
that they receive the right support to help them stay in touch with family and friends, whilst the 
majority of young people said that they felt their education, physical health and emotional well being 
have all been affected by Covid.  75% know who their IRO is (compared with 68% in 2019)  but just 
55% said they felt able to speak to their IRO before review meetings (compared with 63% in 2019).   

 

2.4 Results of the 2019 Survey led to the children’s participation groups and Speak Up Service 
helping to update the new to Care Packs and develop and Review Toolkit to better promote 
children’s direct participation. Remote working during Covid impacted on use of the toolkit but this 
is now being promoted again and the IRO Service have scheduled a Service Development day in 
October 2021 to consider the full details and analysis of the 2021 U Matter Survey to inform ongoing 
update of the IRO Service Plan to address the emergent issues. 

 

 

 

“It would help if they gave better 
explanations and not use big words 
– they could have explained things 
better” 

 

“Meetings made me feel really 
uncomfortable they could improve these 
because there are some people who 
don’t have advocates to help them.” 

 

I have always been 
treated fairly and 

spoken to 
maturely…. My 
experience of 

professionals has 
been great”.   
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3. IRO Caseloads  

 

Table / Graph 1.     3 year trend on number of children in care and subject to protection plan  

 

 
  

3.1 There has been a steady levelling in the number of children in care this year and reduction in 
the number of children subject to protection plans following the rise seen last year. The peak in child 
protection numbers and the rising trend in children in care arose well ahead of any Covid related 
factors, and correlates with targeted reconfiguration of social work services and increased use of 
Public Outline pre court proceeding processes to help ensure robust safeguarding arrangements 
and avoidance of drift in care planning. 28% child protection plans ended in both 2019-20 and 2020-
21 because the children came into care of the Local Authority, compared with 13.6% in 2018-19. 
This step up in court proceedings followed a consistent trajectory correlating with the rise in children 
subject to protection plans evidencing robust and timely interventions. 

 

3.2 The latter half of 2020-21 has seen a levelling in the number of children being considered at 
Initial Child Protection Conference, and levelling in the number of children in care and subject to 
protection plans despite the challenges of the pandemic and rise in the number of referrals being 
made to Children Social Care. IROs and social work managers carefully review cases through 
improved use of key performance data, and  legal, permanence and audit trackers to help maintain 
the quality, pace and threshold of interventions, resulting in timely initiation of pre court process and 
court proceedings where this is required.   

 
Table 2 – Correlation between number of children in care , subject to protection plans, number Full Time Equivalent IROs  and average IRO caseload 

 April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb March 

Number  C/YP in 
care 

272 279 281 282 280 279 291 281 278 282 280 280 

Number  C/P 
with  CP plan 

216 199 202 195 190 151 137 134 137 138 129 124 

Total allocated 

(inc sup orders) 
497 504 502 486 466 433 447 432 441 446 444 444 

Average IRO 
caseload 

÷8 IRO 
=  62.1 

÷ 8.5 
59.2 

÷8.5    
59 

÷9   
54 

÷ 9      
51.7 

÷8     
54.1 

÷8  
55.8 

÷ 7  
61.7 

÷ 7  
63.1 

÷ 7 
63.7 

÷ 6.5 
68.3 

÷ 6.5   
68.3 
 

 

3.3     The rise in number of children in care and subject to protection plans was such that in 
2019-20 additional temporary IRO cover was recruited above the 6 FTE substantive IRO posts, to 
maintain IRO caseloads within the 50-70 range that is recommended in statutory guidance (IRO 
Handbook - 2010). 
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3.4   The number of children requiring allocated IRO has varied by just 15 children in the second 
half of the year (432 to 447) demonstrating consistent need for at least 6.5 FTE to maintain 
caseloads within the 50 - 70 range recommended in statutory guidance – without additional IRO 
capacity the 6 established posts would each have a caseload of 78.3  which would exceed statutory 
guidance. and compromise IRO’s capacity to fulfil statutory requirements. It is recommended that 
this capacity issue is addressed by permanent increase in the number of substantive IRO posts. 
 

 

4. Impact of the Covid pandemic 

Remote working 

4.1 National restrictions on travel and physical contact linked to the Covid pandemic was such 
that  the Children’s Social Care workforce has been supported to work from home where feasible, 
since March 2020. The first national lockdown initiated in March 2020 resulted in all parties having 
to immediately adapt to meetings being undertaken via remote means. IROs and social workers 
were able to seamlessly move to remote meetings, as the workforce already had secure access to 
relevant IT systems via laptops and smart phones. The IRO manager met virtually each week with 
multi agency representatives from the key professional groups to help quickly identify and address 
any emergent challenges with remote working. In the event all parties were able to participate in 
meetings well either via wifi enabled device or telephone, and direct participation by some groups 
actually increased – particularly non-resident  parents, CAMHs and paediatricians.  

 

4.2  Consultation undertaken nationally1 and locally2 with key stakeholders about the experience 
of remote meetings indicates a preference for remote meetings by many parties. The majority of 
parents and professionals report that remote meeting are more accessible, convenient and less 
intimidating than the physical meetings that have been traditionally held. The majority of 
professionals express a desire to be able to opt to participate in hybrid meetings once Covid 
restrictions are lifted, whereby any party unable to physically attend the meeting has the option to 
phone or ‘face time’ into the meeting. The majority of parents have said that they are comfortable 
with other participants calling into a meeting remotely and a high number of parents have said that 
they would also appreciate the option to remotely call into the meeting themselves rather than have 
to physically attend.  We are now beginning to plan how we can best implement a menu of risk 
assessed options to individually tailor meetings to the needs of each child / family in a way that 
encourages direct participation without compromising consistency or robust planning. This will 
require further infrastructure and investment by CYC to provide secure video enabled platforms. 

 

4.3 Children have given much more varied feedback about their experience and views regarding 
remote working, confirming that ‘one size will not fit all’. Initially IROs found that many children and 
young people were quite enthusiastic about face time virtual meetings, with some young people who 
usually don’t attend their meeting choosing to join at least some of the meeting – however as the 
year progressed many children and young people quickly started to opt out of virtual meetings and 
telephone contact with the IRO. IROs have sought to maintain children’s engagement via a range 
of medium including face time, telephone, text, web based apps and direct visits were possible. 

 

Table 3   % children in care with written record of IRO visit within last 6 months  

 Number of children in care and subject to CP plans directly consulted by their IRO 

April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan  Feb March 

IRO visits  to 

Children/YP 

 

17.6% 

 

18.2% 
23.1% 34.7% 39.6% 43.3% 49.2% 52.6% 56.4% 57.1% 61.5% 64.1% 

                                            
1 Community Care Consultation 2020 and Research by Furguson, Pink and Kelly 2021 

2 CYSCP consultation re remote CP conferences  
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in Care 

 

4.4 The number of IRO visits has increased across the year- but preliminary feedback from the 
2021 Tell us Survey indicates that ongoing work is required to further promote the value, impact and 
take up of IRO visits. It is important that all children in care have an established relationship with 
their IRO to enable them to proactively share their views and contribute to the planning about their 
lives. In a similar way IROs are also seeking to raise their direct contact and consultation with 
children subject to protection plans to raise their direct participation in co production of their plans. 

 

Timeliness of  meetings 
Table / graph 4     3 year comparison in timeliness of child in care reviews and child protection conference meetings  

 

                                              

4.5 Despite the challenges of the pandemic and associated sick leave amongst carers and 
professional groups 91 % of child in care reviews and 87% child protection conferences were held 
within statutory timescales in 2020/21, which is an improvement on the preceding year.  Where 
meetings were held late it was generally because the meeting was not quorate, due to absence of 
a key stakeholder or late availability of the social work report. Much work has been done across 
children’s social care to drive the need for more timely reports – including live KPI reporting, work 
undertaken via IRO team links and Principle SW blog to raise awareness of the importance and 
impact of timely assessment and reporting and additional alerts to managers to improve proactive 
scrutiny.  Live audit activity across children social care is helping to further promote expectations 
about timely and qualitative assessment and reporting.  

 

 

5. Profile of children in care, trends and placement sufficiency 

 
Table / Graph 5 :   5 year trend CYC care population compared with other LAs   

 
2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 End of year snap shot data 

53 55 53 56 70.81 75.1 CYC 

54 57 60.5 61 60.3 NA until Oct 21 Benchmark- comparator  

60 62 64 65 67 NA until Oct 21  Benchmark - National Data 

63 67 71 74 77 NA until Oct 21 Benchmark - Regional Data 

.  

5.1  There was a sharp rise in the number of children in care in 2019-20 largely as a consequence 
of robust action being taken to initiate proceedings for a cohort of children who had been subject to 

50

60

70

80

2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21

CYC

Comparator

National

Regional



7 

 

child protection plan for lengthy or repeat episodes. This trend continued into the first half of 2020-
21, before levelling out in Q3 and Q4 such that CYC trend now sits above rather than below the 
comparator LA average, and between the National and Regional averages.  

 

5.2   Case file audits undertaken by the full management team evidence increased IRO oversight of 
care planning, s47 and core group activity with IROs providing independent scrutiny and consultation 
to help ensure consistent and timely application of  care and safeguarding thresholds, helping to 
promote more timely initiation of  court proceedings and discharge or variation of court order, where 
applicable. IROs undertake weekly review and update of permanence, legal and resolution trackers 
to help ensure that any potential for drift is quickly identified and addressed particularly for children 
in and on the edge of care. 

 

Table 6  Legal status of children in care. 

Legal status Snapshot at end 
of reporting period 31st March 

2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 
Direction 

of  
trend 

Interim care order -  20 30 28 63    57  

Full care order -  126 132 144 162 190 ↑ 

Placement Order  5 5 13 11 16 ↑ 

Accommodated under S20 -  52 29 22 26 16 ↓ 
Youth Justice legal statuses  1 1 0 0 0  

 

5.3   Increased scrutiny and oversight has contributed to a reduction in the number of children being 
accommodated under section 20 voluntary accommodation arrangements, with a higher percentage 
of care arrangements being legally secured through care proceedings, as evidenced in table 6. 

 

5.4. A higher number of children in care are currently being supported to remain in the care of 
parents or connected carers although the number of children being placed for adoption has also 
increased as evidenced in table 7 – indicating successful permanence planning.  IROs continue to 
be very proactive in working with carers and children to seek discharge of care orders where children 
are successfully returned or established in the care of parents / extended family. 

 

Table 7   5 year trend in placement type for York’s children in care  

Legal status Snapshot at end of 
reporting period 31st March 

2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 
Direction of  

trend 

Placed with parents on CO  or parent 
assessment  on ICO 

11 25 20 45 59 ↑ 

Placed with relative or friend  42 28 48 71 77 ↑ 

Placed with EPP or prospective 
adoptive parent 

3 6 5 6 12 ↑ 

Placed with unrelated foster carer 122 113 113 108 104  

Placed in regulated chi home  19 14 9 21 19  

Placed in unreg accom 0 1 4 6 6  

supported independent  accom  4 6 6 1 1  

NHS / secure accom /YOI 1 2 3 5 0  

 

5.5     The overall profile of children and young people in care in York has been broadly consistent 
across the last 5 years with little variation in gender and just a small increase in those who are from 
ethnic backgrounds which are not White / British  (less than 5% variance). The changing 
demographics in York are not currently matched by the ethnic profile of the IRO team, wider 
substantive staff or foster carers, who currently continue to be predominantly White British. 
Employment of agency workers has increased diversity amongst the work force temporarily, with 
ongoing work being undertaken to try to encourage agency workers to apply for permanent 
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contracts. The current IRO team all define themselves as White British, just 2/12 members of the 
IRO service are male.   

 

5.6 Ongoing work is being undertaken across the directorate as part of the ‘Black Lives Matter’ and 
‘Gender awareness’ initiatives.  Focus groups, workshops and thematic audit have taken place  to 
understand how well our care population and workforce reflects the changing demographics in York, 
and how we can best support these groups, with rolling program of training including multi agency 
partners. 

 

Table 8:  5 year trend in ethnicity of York’s children in care  

  Snapshot profile  

at end of reporting period 
2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 

 
2020-21 

Trend  
over 5 years 

  % of children in care white British 95.18% 93.56% 90.35% 90.47% 91.02% 88.8% ↓ 

  % of children in care other white 1.06% 0.49% 0.50% 0.95% 0.33% 
-  

  % of children in care Asian 0.53% - 0.50% 0.47% 0.33% 
-  

  % of children in care Asian and white 2.13% 1.48% 1.79% 1.42% 0.66% 0.7%  

  % of children in care Black caribean - - - 0.47% 0.33% -  

  % of children in care Black carib and 
white 

0.53% 0.49% 0.50% 0.47% 0.99% 1.79%  

  % of children in care other black - - - - 0.66% 0.7%  

  % of children in care other mixed 0.53% 1.98% 3.55% 4.28% 3.98% 4.3%  

  % of children in care other ethnic - 1.98% 3.04% 1.42% 1.66% 2.1%  

  number of unaccompanied Asylum 
Seeker  

- 4 6 4 3 3  

% of children in care - Male 51.30% 52.90% 54.30% 54.33% 51.53% 
51%  

% of children in care, - Female  48.70% 47.10% 45.70% 45.67% 48.47% 
49%  

% of children in care,  Under 1  6.80% 5.40% 5.10% 9.13% 8.02% 
2.86% ↓ 

% of children in care, 1-4 years  9.90% 11.80% 13.70% 14.42% 19.85% 
21.79% ↑ 

% of children in care, 5-9 years  19.40% 17.20% 16.80% 19.23% 22.14% 
29.29% ↑ 

% of children in care, - 10-15yrs  40.80% 40.20% 43.10% 36.54% 30.15% 
31.07% ↓ 

% of children in care, 16+ years  23.00% 25.50% 21.30% 20.67% 19.85% 
15% ↓ 

 

5.6   The most notable change in the profile of children in care has been an increase in the 
percentage of younger children and decrease in those aged over 10 years. This is reflective of 
targeted interventions offered by Early Help, the developing Family Group Conference service and 
the Immediate Response Team to support parents earlier to manage challenging behaviour at 
home.  This has further been enhanced in York through the development of a multi-agency MASH 
and Children’s Exploitation Team to address contextual safeguarding issues using a community 
based approach, with reduced incidence of children coming into care at parent’s request under 
voluntary agreement.  

 

5.7   Although the number of older children coming into care is reducing, there continues to be a 
high percentage of older teenagers in care with a plan to remain until adulthood.  9% of the current 
care population will become 18 in the next 12 months and will leave care by virtue of age – 
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whereupon IRO oversight will end, but ongoing support will be provided from the Pathway leaving 
care team.  

 

5.8  IROs are helping to promote, model and embed the expectations that all teams across 
children’s social care make increased use of the newly developed permanence tracker to maintain 
close scrutiny of children’s permanence and pathway planning.  IROs maintain weekly oversight of 
the permanence and resolution trackers to help ensure the right permanence plan, legal status, 
living arrangement and leaving care support are in place for every child and young person in care.   

 

Table 9: IRO’s view re appropriateness of legal status / placement as reported on Quality Assurance Monitor linked to every child care review 

Appropriateness of care arrangements 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020.21 

In the IRO’s view is the current legal status 
is NOT appropriate 

1.04% 2.8% 2.24% 1.2% 1.7% 1.75% 

In the IRO’s view current placement does 
NOT fully meet child’s assessed needs 

 
3.7% 

 
2.3% 

 
2.07% 

 
2.2% 

 
3.9% 

 
2% 

 

5.9     The Quality Assurance Monitor completed by IROs as part of every child care review confirms 
that IROs continue to be satisfied that over 98% children in care have an appropriate legal status. 
IROs identified concerns about legal status for 12 children (1.75% of those reviewed).  These 
concerns have related to delay in converting some S20 voluntary care arrangements to care orders 
for children for whom a return to their family’s care is not feasible or delay in achieving discharge of 
care order for children who are successfully rehabilitated back to the care of their parent. This delay 
has in the main been caused by Covid linked delay in court appointed experts being able to complete 
remote assessments, delay in court listings or delay in the social work report being completed 
because there has been change of social worker. 

 

5.10  IROs have raised concern regarding the suitability of the placement for 13 children (2% of the 
total reviewed). These concerns have related to a small number of children who required a short 
term ‘bridging’ placement, or placement outside of York because a suitable local option was not 
immediately available. Some children continue to be placed outside of the locality for very positive 
reasons (for example to live with an extended family member, to distance them from particular 
safeguarding risks or to access specialised care), but there are a number of children whose needs 
would be better met if they could remain closer to family, friends and pre-existing support networks.  

 

5.11   The Covid pandemic has seen a small rise in the number of children with more complex 
mental health and behavioural difficulties. Particular challenges have been experienced in finding 
appropriate local placements for these young people, particularly those who have outgrown foster 
care or have more acute mental health needs. This challenge has resulted in some of the young 
people with the most complex needs being placed at a greater distance from their home area, in 
provision with costs driven by the provider.  Genuine placement choice is rare for this cohort of 
children with considerable challenge in matching needs to available provision. This has necessitated 
innovative use of individually commissioned care provision.  IROs have assisted senior managers 
to maintain close oversight of these children via weekly reporting regarding the suitability of support 
being provided. IROs have consistently reported that children in these bespoke arrangements 
receive a very high standard of tailored support.  

 

5.12   Needs analysis undertaken by the Senior Management Team has highlighted specific 
shortages in provision for children aged 9-11 who have experienced trauma, young people aged 12-
16 who have experienced sequential placement breakdowns and no longer wish to live with foster 
carers and young people aged 16+ who require semi supported accommodation to help them make 
the transition into their own tenancies.  The 2020-2023 CYC sufficiency policy sets out plans for how 
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CYC is now commissioning specific provision for these children by recruitment of additional foster 
carers, establishment of additional Ofsted registered care homes within the city and enhancement 
of the Special Guardianship Support arrangements to avoid kinship carers taking on the status of 
foster carers as a means to access support where the local authority does not need to share parental 
responsibility with family members. 

 

Table 10  Placement stability  

% children in CYC care having 3 or more moves 
in the last 12 months  snap shot at year end 

2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 DOT 

 8.9% 7.4% 11.7% 12.2% 7.63% 5.2%  ↓ 

Benchmark- National data 10% 10% 10% 10% 11% NA  

Benchmark – Regional data 10% 11% 11% 11% 11% NA  

Benchmark – comparator data 12.6% 12.2% 12.2% 13% 11.2% NA  

% children in CYC care who have been 
continuously looked after for at least 2.5 years and 
have been in the same home for at least 2 years 
or are placed for adoption (snapshot at year end) 

2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21  

63.6% 66.8% 58.8% 56.5% 66.6% 73% ↑ 

Benchmark- National data 68% 70% 70% 69% 68% NA  

Benchmark – Regional data 70% 71% 70% 68% 68% NA  

Benchmark – comparator data 67.3% 68% 67% 69% 65% NA  

 

5.13 Despite the identified sufficiency difficulties and additional challenges of Covid restrictions 
extremely positive progress has been made regarding placement stability with a reduction in the 
number of children experiencing multiple moves and more children remaining settled within the 
same placement for at least 2.5 years. This is attributed to a combination of factors including more 
immediate access to remote support from workers’ who were not able to be out visiting as much, 
increased time that children were spending in home based activities with carers,  higher staff pupil 
ratios for the majority of children in care who continued to attend school,  reduced opportunity for 
unsupervised peer influence and increased peer support available to carers from other home based 
carers and support networks.  

  
5.14    There has been a slight increase in placement moves and instability as the Covid restrictions 
have started to ease, potentially indicating that carers, children and workers have reduced resilience 
and need to readjust to new expectations of one another, whilst children are also having to contend 
with the competing needs more children back in the classroom – all of whom are readjusting to 
classroom learning and increased peer pressures. 

 

Table 11 : Reason care episode ended 

 Resolution of care episode  
2016/ 
2017 

2017 
/2018 

2018/ 
2019 

2019/ 
2020 

2020/ 
2021 

DOT 

CLA Ceased, - Total - (YTD) 74 73 57 63 74  

Adopted  9 10 8 10 6  

To live with parent relative without PR  3 4 3 5 1  

Remand to LA ended  4 1 0 0 0  

Age assessment determined aged 18+ 2 0 1 3 3  

Died  0 0 1 0 0  

Care taken over by another LA  2 0 0 0 0  

Return to parents/relatives 15 8 11 10 21 ↑ 

Returned to parents/relatives other than 
part of their agreed care plan  

7 6 4 8 8  

Child arrangement order granted  0 3 3 0 2  

SGO made to former foster carers  6 7 0 0 0  

SGO made to former foster carer who was 
a relative or friend  new 2019 

- - 3 5 7  

SGO made to other carers  1 5 0 0 0  

Supported independent living  5 9 19 12 4  

Unsupported independent living  1 3 0 3 2  
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Sentenced to custody  3 1 0 1 0  

Ceased for any other reason  13 12 4 3 2  

Transferred to Adult residential care  1 4 0 1 2  

Staying put with FC (new for 2021)     17  

 

5.15 The majority of care episodes in York continue to end positively as part of a successful 
permanence plan, through children either being adopted (6), being supported into independent 
accommodation (6) or returning / moving to the care of parents or relatives (39) . No care episodes 
ended as a consequence of the young person being received into custody. 

 
Table 11: Suitability of accommodation and employment arrangements for care leavers 

  2015/2016 2016/2017 2017/2018 2018/2019 
2019/20 2020/21 

Number of CYC care leavers aged 
19-21 years (snapshot) 

86 88 80 78 80 
 

82 

% of CYC care leavers aged 19-21 
in suitable accommodation  

89.5 88.0% 82.0% 77.0% 95.0% 90.2% 

Benchmark - National Data 81.6% 84.0% 84.0% 85.0% 
 

85% 
NA 

Benchmark - Regional Data 84.0% 86.0% 88.0% 87.0% 89% NA 

Benchmark - Comparator Data 83.7% 84.8% 85.1% 83.3% 86% NA 

 % of CYC care leavers aged 19-21   
in employment education or training 

67.0% 74.0% 65.0% 56.0% 63.75% 53% 

Benchmark - National Data 49.0% 50.0% 51.0% 52% 53% NA 

Benchmark - Regional Data 52.0% 50.0% 53% 51% 53% NA 

Benchmark - Comparator Data 49.5% 52.0% 55.4% 53.4% 53% NA 

 

5.16    Care leavers in York continue to receive a good level of support that exceeds National, 
Regional and comparator Local Authority levels.  90% of care leavers aged 19-21 years were in 
suitable accommodation and 53% still being in employment or training despite the additional 
challenges of Covid.  Feedback from care leavers about support received throughout Covid has 
been exceptionally positive, with 100% of the children who left care within the last 12 months 
remaining in contact with their leaving care worker with an exceptional level of support being 
provided by the team via direct visit, remote access, remote bake off and activity days and the ‘I 
Still Matter’ newsletter. 
 

6. The Review Process and Resolution activity. 

6.1   A key responsibility for IROs is to ensure that the child’s wishes and feelings are known and 
are influential in formulating the child’s care plan. As part of every review process IROs must 
establish whether the child understands what the plan for their care is, and understands their rights 
and entitlements in law, for example that they can make a complaint, have an advocate to help 
represent their views or be supported themselves to apply to court under S8 of the 1989 Children 
Act regarding residence, contact, prohibited steps or specific issues. To achieve this IRO’s seek to  
directly consult every child in care as part of their review process to ascertain their understanding 
and views about the plans being made for their care, to clarify if the child feels any changes need to 
be made and to help the child understand the reasons why any changes are or are not made, 
ensuring that the child is supported to access advocacy if they are unhappy about any of the plans 
made on their behalf. Where the child’s age or level of understanding are such that they are not able 
to directly communicate their views, it is expected that the IRO will still visit the child and their carers 
to make independent observation of the living environment and interactions with the carers to 
independently verify the social worker’s view about the suitability of the arrangements. 

 

6.2   Covid did impact on IRO’s capacity to undertake direct visits to children, but IROs have sought 
throughout to offer 1:1 consultations via a range of medium when direct visits were not possible. 
Where the IRO has not succeeded in speaking to the child it has usually been because the child or 
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young person has declined the offer of a visit either because they are planning to directly contribute 
to their meeting (although fewer children have chosen to do that this year) or more often because 
they don’t feel that they need to speak to the IRO ahead of the meeting or because they prefer to 
have their views represented via their social worker, advocate or carer.  

 

6.3  Whether a child directly participates in their meeting or not, the IRO ensures that focus is given 
to the child’s views and  to their lived experience.  Work has been undertaken to ensure that the 
record of review meetings are written in the first party (to the child, not about the child) wherever this 
is appropriate, with the IRO writing  personalised letter to the child after the review to confirm the 
decisions made and offering follow up consultation if desired. 

 

Table 11 : CYPIC participation in their reviews 

 2016 

2017 

2017-18 2018- 

2019 

2019 

2020 

2020- 

2021 

Child under 4yrs at time of Review 17.4% 19.4% 25.5% 24% 26% 

Child attends and directly participates 43.4% 40.7% 34.1% 28.9% 23% 

Doesn’t attend but views conveyed  31.3% 35.2% 39.7% 45% 50% 

Does not attend or convey views 9.5% 6.3% 1.04% 1.9% 2% 

 

6.4   Despite ongoing endeavours by IROs to actively engage children in the remote meetings held 
this year, there was an overall decline to just 23% children in care directly participating in the meeting 
with 50% choosing to send their views indirectly (either via consultation with IRO / Social worker / 
advocate or in writing.  (26% were aged under 4 years so didn’t participate due to their age). 2% 
children didn’t participate in their reviews at all. IROs report that children who choose not to 
participate don’t want to identify themselves as being children in care, either because they feel they 
have outgrown the processes or because they are extremely well settled in a long term placement 
– often with connected carers). The service continues to promote direct participation to  help promote 
genuinely co-produced and child led plans. Direct visits, consultation and participation in meetings 
continues to be closely monitored through key performance indicators and monthly service reports. 
Detailed feedback from the 2021 Speak Up survey will help to inform ongoing development of the 
service plan alongside the continued promotion of individually tailored hybrid meetings. 

 

6.5 In addition to routine pre meeting consultation, social workers have a statutory responsibility to 
advise the IRO of any significant changes impacting on a child’s care so that the IRO can initiate 
additional independent consultation with the child and or other parties to make a determination about 
whether an early review is required to confirm any changes to the care plan, or whether any form of 
resolution activity is required to address potential issues of concern.  IROs also undertake 
proportionate mid-point check in between review meetings to identify and address any potential 
issues of concern or drift and reduce the likelihood of the IRO being faced with unexpected 
developments negatively impacting on children.  The outcome of mid-point reviews are discussed 
with the child’s allocated worker and their manager at point of completion and uploaded onto the 
child’s case file, with recommended actions or resolution activity arising, where required.  

 

6.6  York benefits from having a relatively small number of children in care and subject to protection 
plan enabling the  Senior Management Team to maintain weekly overview of the children identified 
as being most vulnerable. Improved use of KPI reports and effective escalation processes across 
agencies at a senior level are such that major practice or resource issues tend to be quickly identified 
and addressed by the senior management team without need for IRO intervention. Issues escalated 
via the IRO resolution process tend to be lower level statutory compliance / process issues such as 
delay in initiating health assessments, updating care plans / placement plans, drift in seeking 
discharge of care orders for children who are successfully rehabilitated to parents care, or drift in 
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pursuing conversion to Special Guardianship Orders for children successfully placed with connected 
carers. These issues have generally arisen where there has been a change in allocated worker or 
unexpected sickness absence, and these issues are generally resolved with front line workers/ 
managers without need for further escalation. Introduction of a permanence tracker reinforced by 
regular Permanence Panel meetings now make it much easier for all members of the management 
team and the IRO team to easily plot and monitor where individual children sit on their permanence 
journey, so that any such drift is avoided or is easier to identify and address outside of the bi-annual 
reviews. 

 

6.7 In the period 2020-21 the single biggest issue of concern has been late preparation of social 
work reports to inform the review process (affecting 10% reviews) and need to update the written 
record of the care plan (10%) – IROs have also raised concerns about delay in some of the 
recommended actions from the preceding review being addressed (8% reviews) ,  frequency of 
social work visits (3.8%), quality of placement plan (4.6%), Education plan (4.9%) and Health 
assessment (3.2%) and concerns about delays in confirmation of permanence plan (3%) - some of 
this linked to Covid related delay in court appointed experts being able to complete assessments 
within timescale). See Appendix A for details.  

 

6.8.  The identified practice issues are most frequently linked to delay caused by absence or transfer 
of social worker, (consistent with nationwide issue regarding social work recruitment and retention3) 
York has a well established workforce development strategy with numerous effective work streams 
that are addressing the social work training, support, recruitment and retention issues. 

 

 

Key issues to note  

 

 

1. It is essential that the IRO caseloads are maintained within recommended levels (50-70 
children) to enable effective consultation with children and young people, robust oversight of 
intervention and effective challenge to expediently highlight and address any emergent 
issues of concern affecting children in care and subject to safeguarding processes in York.  

 

2. Some of York’s children in care continue to live further away from York than is in their best 
interests. It is a priority that the council increase sufficiency of local placement provision and 
reduce use of out of area and independent care provision as is outlined and being achieved 
via  2020-2023 Sufficiency Strategy.  It continues to be a priority to recruit, train and 
appropriately support a larger and more diverse pool of local authority foster carers and 
provide more generous and robust support for Special Guardians. 

 

3. Some children continue to experience multiple changes of social workers and interim cover 
by different agency and duty social workers as a consequence of recruitment issues. It 
remains a major priority to maintain the significant investment being made within children’s 
social care to improve recruitment, training, support and retention via the expanded Frontline 
Program and social work academy and enhanced employment benefits. 

 

                                            
3 Local Government Association; Recruiting and Retaining Qualified Social Workers 

   Independent review of children's social care 2021  
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The 2021-22 IRO service plan sets out how the IRO service intend to achieve the following service 
priorities 

- Promote the voice and influence of children in care – ensuring we listen to children and act 
on what they tell us 

- Achieve permanency for children in care- ensuring all children are living and being cared for 
in suitable arrangements that they are happy to call home.  

- Promote positive Family Relationships and Identity – helping children who can safely remain 
or return to their families to do so, whilst helping those who can’t to stay in touch with the 
people who are important to them 

- Promote best outcomes for children in care- ensuring that we celebrate all successes and 
support all children in care and their carers to be ambitious and supported  in what they seek 
to achieve 

 

 

Sarah Olorenshaw    

Service Manager Independent Reviewing Service   

Report covering period March 2020- April 2021 

    

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 

Annex 1 -   Practice Issues arising from CYPIC reviews 2020-21 

Annex 2 -   IRO service plan 2021-22 


