
1.0 Introducon 

1.1 The IRO Handbook (2010) is the statutory guidance for Independent Reviewing Officers 

(IROs) and Local Authori%es on their func%ons in rela%on to case management and review of 

children and young people in their care. It states that the IRO Manager should be responsible 

for producing an annual report for the scru%ny of the members of the Corporate Paren%ng 

Board. It should also be available to the public on the Council website. 

1.2 This Annual IRO report provides quan%ta%ve and qualita%ve data rela%ng to the IRO Service 

within Walsall during the period 1st April 22 to 31st March 2023, as required by statutory 

guidance. The report captures performance between these dates and next steps for the IRO 

service across 2023/24. The report provides an evidence base in terms of describing an 

established and quality service which con%nues to support Walsall Children’s Services and is 

key in providing good outcomes for children and young people who are looked a4er in 

Walsall. The report sets out where we need to develop and priori%es for the coming year.  

2.0 Context of the IRO Service 

2.1 The responsibility of Local Authori%es is to provide Children in our Care and Care Leavers the 

best possible experiences in life and support their hopes, wishes and aspira%ons as any good 

parent should.   

2.2 The Children Act 1989 [amended 2004] and the Care Planning Placement and Case Review 

Regula%ons 2010 specify the du%es of the Local Authority to appoint an Independent 

Reviewing Officer (IRO) when a child first comes into the care of the Local Authority. The IRO 

should ensure that the Local Authority gives due considera%on to any views expressed by the 

child and the IRO has a responsibility to monitor the Local Authority’s performance of its 

func%ons in rela%on to the care planning for the child. 

2.3 The regula%ons clearly specify circumstances when the Local Authority should consult with 

the IRO, for example, proposed change of placement, change of educa%on plan, or serious 

incident. They also specify the ac%ons that the IRO must take if it is felt that the Local 

Authority is failing to comply with the regula%ons or is in breach of its du%es to the child. The 

statutory du%es of the IRO are to (sec%on 25b (1), 1989 Act. 

• Monitor the performance by the Local Authority of their func%ons in rela%on to  

children in care and care leavers. 

• Par%cipate in any review of the child. 

 Ensure that any ascertained wishes and feelings of the child are given due 

considera%on. 

 Perform any other func%on which is prescribed in regula%ons. 

In doing this, the IRO must: 

 promote the voice of the child. 

 ensure there is an up-to-date, effec%ve plan for the child(ren), based on a detailed, 

informed assessment. 

 iden%fy any gaps in the assessment process or provision of service. 

 make sure the child understands that they are en%tled to an advocate and how they 

could be helped by one. 

 prevent any ‘dri4’ in care planning and the delivery of services. 



 monitor the ac%vity of the Local Authority as a corporate parent, ensuring care plans 

have given proper considera%on and weight to the child’s wishes and feelings. 

2.4 IRO’s make an important contribu%on to the goal of improving outcomes for children in care. 

Their primary focus is to quality assure the care planning process for each child or young 

person, to iden%fy any poor prac%ce and any dri4 and/or delay that impacts directly on the 

child and which should be escalated appropriately. Equally the IRO should also recognise and 

celebrate good prac%ce that has posi%vely impacted on the child's care experience. 

 

2.5 All children and young people in care, including children who are in an adop%ve placement 

prior to an adop%on order, are covered by the legisla%on. This applies to all children who are 

the subject of a Care Order (under sec%on 31 of the Children Act 1989), or who are voluntarily 

accommodated for a period of more than 24 hours (sec%on 20 of the Children Act 1989), 

including in Short Break Care, or who are placed for adop%on under the Adop%on and Children 

Act 2002. Also, those who are in care because they are remanded by the court to Local 

Authority accommoda%on. These young people require an allocated IRO and reviews in their 

place of custody. 

 

3.0 Workforce & Management 

 

3.1 The IRO service in Walsall Council is situated in the Safeguarding and Review Service.  Those 

employed by Walsall Council hold a dual role both undertaking the du%es of IRO and having 

the responsibility of Child Protec%on Chair.   

 

3.2 Management capacity in the IRO Service includes Head of Service, Group Manager for Quality 

of Prac%ce and Principal IRO. The Principal Independent Reviewing Officer Michael Morris 

re%red from the service in August 23. The role has been successfully appointed to by an 

external candidate who will join the service in November 23. The Group Manager for the 

service Jenny Cockcro4 was appointed as Interim Head of Service in April 23, and Donna Green 

has been appointed as Interim Group Manager for Quality of Prac%ce in May 23. The 

expecta%ons and remit of the role of Group Manager will con%nue to focus on the 

development of the safeguarding and review service. However, they are also the professional 

lead for the quality of practice framework in Children’s Social Care and responsible for 

iden%fied key areas of audit and learning.  The line management of the IROs is shared between 

the Group Manager and the Principal Independent Reviewing Officer.  The Service is under the 

overall direct management of the Interim Head of Service Safeguarding and Review, Jenny 

Cockcro4. 

 

3.3 The IRO Service is fully staffed. (12 FTE and 1 PT 0.8).  Of the 13 IRO’s we have in the service 

12 are permanent, with the 1 agency IRO (covering maternity) now also taking a permanent 

posi%on, giving us a fully permanent team for 2024. Overall, the workforce is stable with 

recruitment being successful and staff reten%on is excellent. Our IRO’s bring a wealth of 

knowledge and experience to the service, some have been Team or Service Managers 

previously, all are experienced Social Work prac%%oners, some have previously undertaken 



roles within Walsall in different service areas, and some have been IROs for several years, with 

the longest standing member of our team being in the service for over 20 years. 

 

3.4 Each IRO receives monthly supervision with their line manager, with either the Group Manager 

for Quality of Prac%ce or the Principal Social Worker.  In addi%on to supervision there are 

several other opportuni%es for sharing informa%on and prac%ce development within the 

service: 

 

Fortnightly Team Meengs: Chaired by the IROs these are an opportunity to share 

informa%on, discuss service developments, share learning from training and network with 

other services.  It has been agreed that these mee%ngs will alternate between virtual and face 

to face to ensure that we con%nue to connect as a team. The Group Manager and/or Principal 

IRO also aIend these mee%ngs. 

 

Monthly seminar:  Each seminar has a different focus, led by a member of the service, and 

creates a space for reflec%on and learning, over the last few months these have focused on 

family %me arrangements, assessments, family goals leading to SMART plans. 

 

Service Development Days:  These provide an opportunity to spend a day focused on a specific 

area of prac%ce that we want to promote and develop.  

 

Regional Meengs: All IROs are invited to the regional training mee%ngs with other IROs to 

share prac%ce.  One of our IRO’s is the co-chair of the West Midlands regional IRO forum.  The 

Group Manager and Principal IRO aIend the regional IRO managers mee%ng which enables us 

to be part of the sharing of best prac%ce and learning from our regional colleagues.  

 

3.5 We recognise the experience and skills that our IRO’s bring, and some have had the 

opportunity to share their knowledge and assist or deliver training to Social Workers around 

Mo%va%onal Interviewing, Child Sexual Abuse, language that cares and wri%ng to the child, 

LADO procedures and introduc%on to child protec%on as part of induc%on. 

 

 

4.0 Workload 

 

4.1 In Walsall the IRO’s hold joint responsibility for chairing  Child Protec%on Conferences 

alongside their responsibili%es as Independent Reviewing Officer.  We see this as a real 

strength as it offers consistency for families when children sadly are unable to remain living 

with their families and move from the child protec%on arena into the care of the Local 

Authority.   

4.2 The IRO Handbook recommends that workloads for IROs need to be between 50 and 70. 

Currently our IRO’s have an average of 51 children in our care allocated to them in their role 

as IRO and an average of 17 children open on child protec%on plans.  Therefore, currently the 

average total number of children allocated at the %me of wri%ng this report is 68 children per 

chair which is well within expected workload and provides them with the capacity to provide 

a good quality service to our children in care. 



 

5.0 Overview of our children in care populaon 

5.1 As of March 2023 there were 650 children who were in the care of the local authority, this is 

a slight decrease from years 2022 and 2021.    

 

 

 

5.2  As of 31st March 2023, the rate of Children in Care in Walsall was 95 per 10,000 children, this 

figure has seen a decrease from 96.8 per 10,000 children in 2022 and 97.1 per 10,000 children 

in 2021. 

 

5.3 In the table below you can see the legal status of the popula%on of the children in our care as 

of 31st March 23. Those subject to full care order (426), ICO (94) S20 (72), Placement Order 

(65) Remand (12) with 19 ceasing care in the month of March 23. 

 

 

 

 

 

5.4 There con%nues to be more boys than girls in the children in care popula%on with 52.7% 

boys compared to 47.8 % girls. 



5.5  In the table below are the age groups of children in our care as at 31st March for 2021, 2022 

& 2023. These figures are variable over the last 3 years and quite consistent. 

 

 

 

5.6  In the table below is the period that children remain in our care against the previous 2 years-

2020-2021. There is an increase in terms of those leaving care in under 3 months which may 

indicate that support is u%lised at an earlier stage in terms of reunifica%on work. 

 

 

 



5.7 The table below give details of the types of homes in which our children in care live and gives 

a comparison over the previous 2 years. We see a reduc%on in those living in a foster 

placement and those placed with parents under a care order. But we see increases in those 

living in a children’s home, semi-independent living, those to be adopted and young people 

who are remanded.   

 

 

  

5.8 The table below details children in our care placed 20+ miles away from home as at 31st 

March for 2021, 2022 & 2023. We have seen a slight decrease in those living within 20 miles 

of home, but this may be in line with the lower numbers of children in our care. 

 

 

 



 

5.9 The number of children in our care reviews held at the end of March 2023 was 1782 which is 

on average 137 reviews per IRO this year, this figure is almost iden%cal to those in 2022, but 

a reduc%on from those figures in 2020/21.   

 

6.0 Key Performance indicators  

 

 

 Timeliness of child in our care reviews 

6.1 The Local Authority is required to carry out review mee%ngs in line with %mings specified in 

the Regula%ons [regula%on33]:  

 

● the first review of a child’s case within 20 working days of the date on which the child 

becomes looked a4er (or has a move to a new home).  

● the second review no more than three months a4er the first.  

● the third and subsequent reviews no more than six months a4er the previous one.  

● a review whenever the IRO directs; and  

● a review in all other circumstances as specified in the regula%ons 

 

 

6.2 The %meliness of our child in care reviews are a key performance indicator, we know this 

enables effec%ve and %mely care planning for our children and young people. In the period 

2022-23 considered in this report 94.7% (1687) of our child in care reviews were held in 

%mescale. This is an increase from last year which stood at 91%. The 5.3% of those out of 

%mescale were due to sickness of the Social Worker or IRO which created a slight delay. We 

have also needed to address some late no%fica%ons of new admissions to care which has 

influenced the %meliness. 

 

 

6.3 It is an expecta%on that the IROs speak with the social worker 15 days before the mee%ng to 

plan the review and ensure there are not any barriers to the comple%on of the required 

reports to inform the decision making.  Where necessary this is escalated with the 

management team and dispute resolu%on u%lised.    

 

6.4 Parcipaon in reviews  

 

6.5 The involvement of children in their own reviews is regarded as an essen%al part of the 

process. A primary objec%ve of the IRO is to ensure children can make a meaningful 

contribu%on to their review and are central to decisions made about them, ensuring their 

voice is evident and heard within their care plans. Par%cipa%on may be either aIendance in 

person, by having someone convey their views or by making a wriIen contribu%on to their 

mee%ng. A key element in delivering this objec%ve is by the measure of the young person’s 

par%cipa%on in the Statutory Review of their care plan and care arrangements. In 2022/23 

almost 100% of all our children contributed to their child in care review in some way, this has 



remained consistently high, following prac%ce improvement work within the IRO service, with 

worker-level data discussed in supervision and a focus at service development days on 

developing more child-focused children in care reviews.  As a service we recognise the 

importance and value of children not just contribu%ng but physically aIending these 

mee%ngs.  Research tells us that children’s ac%ve par%cipa%on in decisions about their lives 

helps improve their self-esteem and confidence and it can help to counter feelings of 

powerlessness.  Ul%mately, they are the experts in their own life and should be central to the 

decisions made for and about them. The focus of service development was to increase 

children’s physical aIendance at their mee%ng to 75%. In 2022/23 there were 80% that 

aIended in person to share their views, of these 81.9% were over the age of 5 years. This is a 

posi%ve increase from 61% in both 2021/22 and exceeds our expecta%on of the target set the 

previous year of 75% following development of the workforce.  

 

A/endance at CIC reviews (children aged 5 and over) 2017-2023. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.0 Scrutiny and Good Practice recognition  

7.1 One of the pivotal roles of the IRO is to raise issues affec%ng a child’s care with the Social 

Work service where, for example, performance issues, care planning and resources are 

affec%ng the child or young person’s plans progressing and their needs being met. There is 

an established Resolu%on and Escala%on policy in Walsall. IROs con%nue to seek resolu%ons 

informally to issues through collabora%ve dialogue with the Social Worker and Team 

Manager before and at each stage of the procedure, but if no resolu%on is achieved there 

are Stage 1, 2 and 3 resolu%ons available to the IRO, depending upon the significance of the 



concern.  Stage one resolu%ons are addressed by Team Manager, stage two resolu%ons are 

addressed by Group Manager and stage three resolu%ons by Head of Service. 

7.2 Between April 2022 to March 2023, there were 179 dispute resolu%ons regarding children in 

our care. This is not too dissimilar to year, 2022/21. The chart below demonstrates the 

numbers of resolu%ons opened at the different stages, it is posi%vely noted that most issues 

are resolved at an earlier point, with no children requiring escala%on to stage 3. It is further 

noted that the vast number of responses to resolu%ons are generally with 0-10 workings 

days. 

 

 

 

 

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

a) 0-10 working days b) 11-15 working days c) 16-20 working days d) 20+ working days

Timeliness of responses to resolutions



 

 

7.3 The themes for the resolu%ons have been grouped into key findings below: 

 

 Dri4 and delay (39) 

 No care or pathway plan (28) 

 Risks not addressed effec%vely (17) 

 Child not seen/not seen at home (14) 

 No health assessment (10) 

 Care plan presented on the day (10) 

 Lack of appropriate family contact (5) 

 Assessments not completed to progress permanency plans (5) 

 No PEP (3) 

 Child not seen at home and bedroom not seen (2) 

 Everyday life experience of child not reported (2) 

 There is lack of engagement with those important to the child (2) 

 No placement plan (1) 

 No SDQ (1) 

 Other (40) 

 

 

7.4 We can see from the findings that there are various resolu%ons being raised. From audit 

ac%vity and monitoring from the Group Manager and Head of Service it is clear resolu%ons 

are not being raised consistently where they should be.  Discussions with IROs around this 

maIer have heard that reasons resolu%ons are not raised is because of confidence in 

execu%ng the challenge and the need to work on ways to help us do this more effec%vely. In 

considering this area, work has been undertaken with IROs in terms of wri%ng the resolu%on 

to the child, this helps us remain focused on the child and allows us to understand the 

impact on the child rather than the challenge being felt to be directed at the prac%%oner. 

This will con%nue to be an area of focus within our priori%es for 2023/24.  

7.5 Following a child in care review all IROs will RAG rate the current care plan.  The overall 

percentage of children with a RAG ra%ng of green in 2022/23 was 79% of children in care 

with 19% of children’s care plans being rated as amber following the review and 2% rated as 

red.    There is work being undertaken in terms of revising the QA forms to ensure that they 

are being used effec%vely, these are currently being built and tested in the system.  

7.6 The Principal IRO or Group Manager completes reports reviewing the RAG ra%ngs. These are 

to be completed quarterly.  The RAG reports considers aspects of care planning including 

progress with key recommenda%ons, liaison with partner agencies and comple%on of plans 

and assessments, with a focus on whether the process is mee%ng the child’s needs and 

whether there is dri4 and delay. 

7.7  A key issue that has con%nued to emerge over the period has been the robustness of RAG 

ra%ngs. With nearly 80% being rated as Green it is likely that IROs are not effec%vely 

reflec%ng issues that would usually be raised via the dispute resolu%on process, as we 

believe these numbers are incorrect. To address this, there are con%nued discussions during 



supervision and during team mee%ngs in terms of applying a robust approach to the 

comple%on of the RAG ra%ng reports.  Again, work has been completed to ra%onalise this 

form and ensure it supports effec%ve repor%ng and this is currently being finalised in mosaic.   

It will be important that moving forward con%nued work is completed with the IRO service to 

ensure that the RAG ra%ngs are accurately reflec%ng the prac%ce being observed and they 

are being used consistently and robustly.   

7.8 Improving the scru%ny of Social Work prac%ce by the IRO service will con%nue to be a key 

area of focus and development for the service in 2023/24.  Work is already underway with 

the Group Manager and Principal IRO in undertaking a range of ac%vity to understand the 

services strengths and areas for development, a development plan has been iden%fied to 

drive this forward and this will be reported on in the next annual report. 

7.8 Midway reviews are an important part of the IRO role, they allow the IRO to keep a clear 

overview of prac%ce across the review period and pick up and address any poten%al issues of 

dri4 and delay in terms of the progression of the care plan at an early point.  What we know is 

that when midway reviews are completed effec%vely, they help to drive meaningful planning 

for the child, however, we know that staff are not consistently undertaking the midway 

reviews.  Within this year work has been completed during supervision and through team 

mee%ngs to help drive improvements.  The Group Manager and Principal IRO con%nue to 

undertake ac%vity in trying to understand the current effec%veness around the use of midway 

reviews and how this can be improved upon to support more effec%ve quality assurance; 

there has been a revision of the QA forms, midway review and resolu%on forms to facilitate 

more effec%ve quality assurance of prac%ce, including development of QP prac%ce resolu%ons 

to replace informal resolu%on, this currently remains in process. This will remain an area of 

focus for the service in 2023/24.   

 

7.9 The IROs contribute to quality of prac%ce ac%vity by regularly undertaking audit ac%vity.  

There are regular discussions about areas of quality of prac%ce within team mee%ngs and 

service development days and themes and trends iden%fied are shared across the system.  

This is an area we have developed with the Group Manager aIending interface mee%ngs and 

offering quarterly quality of prac%ce feedback sessions with other managers rou%nely across 

the system.  The IRO’s are very alert to seeking out best prac%ce and will rou%nely share 

recogni%on of this which is then shared across the wider services within the Weekly Brief. 

 

8 Feedback 

During the year the IROs have received a number of compliments for their prac%ce, some 

examples are detailed below: 

 

“I’ve had my IRO for years and that has been good, and I have her number now because I didn’t 

have it before.” L says she will contact her IRO directly now if she needs any help or if there are 

any problems with her care plan or social worker. (child) 

 

The IRO spent a long $me at our home ge%ng to know the children and our family life, she was 

very thorough, understanding and child centred. (foster carer) 



The positive thing about my IRO was how she got me to share my views and moved things on, my 

IRO worked behind the scenes. My IRO supported me to remain in my SEN school which helped 

me as it was small school and has small classes. (child) 

 

L stated her children’s IRO, has been lovely. L added that she has been supported by the IRO 

throughout her children’s journey. L shared that she has no concerns with how she’s been spoken 

to or treated by the IRO. L stated that she has been treated with respect, if there is anything she 

disagrees with she will talk to the IRO. (Mother) 

 

My IRO is amazing, I like her she listens to me and does her best and gives me 100%. (child) 

 

 

 

9.0 Priories 2023/24 

9.1 During this report we have considered some of the proposed areas for focus for the service 

in 2023/24.  In summary the iden%fied key priori%es are; 

 To improve scru%ny – IRO’s need to provide robust oversight and scru%ny and act as role of 

cri%cal friend to ensure children are safeguarded and to prevent dri4 and delay. There will be 

further prac%ce development regarding scru%ny and how to u%lise the new QA forms 

effec%vely, and further support for IRO’s in how to interrogate performance data to inform 

scru%ny of prac%ce.  To also include thema%c audit of prac%ce following implementa%on of 

new QA forms.  

 

 To improve the use of RAG ra%ng through implementa%on of new form. The IRO service to 

ensure that the RAG ra%ngs are accurately reflec%ng the prac%ce being observed and they 

are being used consistently and robustly.   

 

 To implement use of new forms to support the con%nued development of the the Dispute 

Resolu%on process to ensure these are being used effec%vely to iden%fy and challenge poor 

prac%ce and help avoid dri4 and delay for the child.  

 

 To con%nue to improve the quality-of-care plans ensuring that that plans are purposeful- 

IRO’s have key part to play in suppor%ng the development and implementa%on of purposeful 

plans. All IRO’s to con%nue to have reviews observed to inform prac%ce improvement.  We 

will also revise the IRO induc%on programme to include a presenta%on around purposeful 

planning and signpos%ng to the safeguarding network training on purposeful planning. 

 

 Con%nued implementa%on of the Par%cipa%on Plan to ensure con%nued high levels of 

engagement with children and parents/carers. Clear focus on ensuring the ac%ve 

involvement in decision making by children and their parents in reviews.  

 

10.0 Conclusion 

In conclusion, this report has highlighted the work of the IROs in Walsall Council for the 

period of April 2022 to March 2023.  The informa%on in this report evidences the work of the 

service and how it is focussed on improving outcomes for the children and young people in 

our care that we support.  There are also several areas where we seek to con%nue to develop 

our prac%ce and our priori%es for 2023/24.  



 

 

 

Donna Green Nov 23 


