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Glossary/ Definition of key terms

This report is written as far as possible in plain English with the minimum of jargon.  All acronyms are spelt out in full when they first appear and on several occasions elsewhere, but for the sake of clarity the meanings of those most frequently used are repeated here. 

BAAF – British Association of Adoption & Fostering 

BVPI – Best Value Performance Indicator

CLA – “Children Looked After”

IFA  - Independent Fostering Agencies

IPC – Institute of Public Care

IT – Information Technology

LEA – Local Education Authority

PI – Performance Indicator

“Key 2” – Provider of leaving care accommodation with specific support for former CLA from ages 16-18.

NVQs – National Vocational Qualifications

PM – “Placement Matters” – the County Council’s recently published strategy for the placement of children in care up to 2008

PSA – Public Service Agreement

RG – Review Group

SEN – Special Education Needs

S&HC – Social & Health Care Directorate
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Children’s  Services Scrutiny Committee

12 July 2005

Stability of Foster Care Placements

1. Executive Summary

1. The Social & Health Care Scrutiny Committee commissioned this Review during December 2004.  The scoping document was approved by the Committee and the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Group in January 2005. The Review Group (RG) has compiled this report and made recommendations based on its findings and analysis.

2. The Council is the “Corporate Parent” for 462 children who are looked after.  The Service provided for them is good.  But we thought that it could be even better.  This thought prompted the Review.  Work actually started in February 2005 and was completed by June 2005.   The Review was informed by the collection of evidence from secondary research, visits to Kent and Warwickshire and interviews with “expert witnesses”.  It was framed against the context of several key documents and strategies:  the Social & Health Care Plan for “Children Looked After” (CLA), Best Value and other performance indicators, the Institute of Public Care Oxfordshire Placements Review and the “Placement Matters” strategy.

3. The Review Group’s findings fell naturally into the following main themes and recommendations are made in these areas followed by the supporting evidence.  These themes are: 

· Recruitment of foster carers – there is a shortage of carers and the Review explores recruitment incentives that may resolve this.

· Training & payment for skills of foster carers; the range in costs for placements within the County as compared to external placements, including independent fostering agencies, is explored and payments for qualifications, skills and experience are suggested

· Placement choice; recruitment of more foster carers is essential to improve placement choice.  A range of specialist foster care strategies in Oxfordshire and from other authorities can help to improve the placement options and stability. 

· Support for foster carers and the children; this includes respite, support networks, holidays & events for the children and ways to attract more social workers to provide adequate support, whilst relieving them of administrative work.

· Involvement & consultation with the children themselves; to focus on the quality of matching children’s needs with the carers’ skills and resources.

· ”Specialised” foster care; this discusses in a little more detail the government funded initiatives in Kent, which Oxfordshire is currently bidding for.

· Supported lodgings and leaving care housing provision; there is a shortage in appropriate provision for young people leaving care and an expansion of supported lodging arrangements appears to be the best route towards independent living for them in the future. 

· Other forms of financial remuneration for foster carers; exploring whether there are other benefits that would normally be associated with being an “employee” which could be passed on to foster carers. 

4. We were keen that the Review should be completed in sufficient time to have an impact on the implementation plan for “Placement Matters”.  Because of this, there were areas in the review brief and issues that emerged during the Review that we would have liked to have investigated in more depth but were unable to; for example the leaving care housing provision, the impact of the new recruitment of foster carers strategy, the circumstances where placement breakdowns were very frequent, together with the reasons given for these in respect of those children who had experienced the most changes in placement and carer.   We would also have liked to have explored the links between educational attainment and stability of placement in more detail.

5. We would like to thank everybody who contributed to this Review including officers from the Social & Health Care Directorate, children in care, foster carers and other local authorities.  We particularly appreciate the helpful conversations with the foster carers, their dedication and the insight that they gave us into the situations that they encountered. We acknowledge the good work going on to improve the service for looked after children in Oxfordshire that the “Placement Matters” strategy represents.  Our Review is intended to complement this work and to take forward policies and service developments. 

6. Our recommendations follow.  We believe that the Review has achieved the objectives set out in the scoping document at Annex 1.

 RECOMMENDATIONS 
1.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to improve the current Family Placements Service Fostering & Adoption Recruitment Strategy.  The key to achieving placement stability is to recruit more new foster carers.  This will require:

· Increased budget provision for recruitment and marketing to a level commensurate with other authorities.

· Developing the current recruitment strategy to target specific categories of foster care need.

· Promoting diversity in the attributes required of new foster carers.

· Promoting better initial inquiry and contact systems for potential recruits, eg one telephone contact and an administrative (rather than social worker) team.

· Introducing attractive cash incentives for successful, including “word of mouth”, recruitment of carers.

2.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

· Support the continuation of training for foster carers;

· Introduce bonuses for the skills acquired with experience and incremental pay scales for length of service, to improve retention.

3.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

· Consider putting emergency short term assessment arrangements in place that allow time to establish the child’s needs in order that the appropriate placement is made, which should reduce the likelihood of placement breakdowns;

· Develop multi-agency working between Social & Health Care, Health and Education, and central record keeping to enable the Authority to track the child’s movements and monitor its performance on the stability of placements.
4.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to improve the support for the children and the foster carers, ensure that it is provided promptly when it is needed, and improve the retention, consistency and caseload among social workers by:

eg; 

· Adequate respite for the carers;

· More breaks similar to the Hill End project for the children;

· “Ready for Practice” investment for the Social Workers.

5.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to ensure that children are fully consulted and involved by their social workers in placement decisions.
6.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to increase “Supported Lodging” arrangements for young people leaving care and to ensure adequate and appropriate housing to meet their needs.
7.
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to consider the capacity within the current foster care payment and reward arrangements to allow for any benefits associated with being an employee of the County Council to be extended to full time foster parents, including eg:

· The Literacy Programme;

· Discounted Leisure Services;

· Employed Carers.



3. Background

(i) Aims of the Review and the Review Process

7. This Review came about in response to discussions about the Social & Health Care Committee’s future Work Programme and was prompted by an examination of the relevant Best Value Performance Indicators (BVPIs) for the Service, the Institute of Public Care Placements Review at the end of 2004 and the prospect of the “Placement Matters” strategy emerging during early 2005.

8. The Committee appointed Councillors Mrs Anda Fitzgerald O’Connor, Jean Fooks and Mick McAndrews (supported by Julian Hehir, Scrutiny Review Officer). The Review was planned in January 2005. The scoping document for the Review was formally endorsed by the Social & Health Care Scrutiny Committee on 20th January 2005 (Annex 1). The Scrutiny Co-ordinating Group formally agreed the Review on 24th January 2005.

9. The Review’s objectives and the specific tasks that the Review Group set itself are set out in the scoping document at Annex 1. The Review Group is satisfied that so far as it has been able to, the objectives have been achieved.

10. The Review was carried out through a series of interviews with key witnesses, visits to Kent and Warwickshire to enable us to compare features in the respective services for children who are looked after and secondary research.  Details are listed in the various annexes and are referred to in our findings.

(ii) Context 

11. When we started this work, there were several ongoing and anticipated developments impacting on the County’s Children Looked After Service, which informed the Review.  These included:

12. The Social & Health Care Service Plan for Children Looked After: This indicated that the Service had 6 priorities for 2004/05 (described in Annex 2). Among these were: 

· To have plans for permanency in place for each child;

· Effective educational planning and support in place to meet Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets for Children Looked After.  (Both the Oxfordshire Plan and the PSA included educational attainment targets).

13. These priorities related closely to the aims of the Review set out in the scoping document.  A précis of the main features of the Plan is available among the background papers.

14. Best Value & Other Performance Indicators:  Alongside the Service Plan, there was a series of relevant performance indicators concerning Children Looked After.    In broad terms, the RG acknowledged that the Authority was performing well against these but that it could do even better.  The work of the Review aimed to facilitate this.

15. The critical PIs, so far as we are concerned, are:

BVPI 49 – The percentage of children looked after at 31 March with 3 or more placements during the year. Oxfordshire was in the upper quartile of performers. There was a reduction in the number of children in care but an increasing number on the Child Protection Register.   

BVPI 51 – The average gross weekly expenditure per looked after child in foster care or in a children’s home.  The estimated outturn in 2003/04 was £622, actual performance £673, against a national average of £618 despite Oxfordshire being in a so-called “high cost” area.

CF/D35 Long Term stability of CLA - The percentage of children who had been looked after continuously for at least 4 years, who were currently in a foster placement where they had spent at least 2 years.  In 2003/04 Oxfordshire had a “2 blob” Government rating.  The Government’s guidance said that one should “ask questions about performance”. However, more recently figures were showing improvement.  

16. Alongside these, there is a whole raft of other key indicators.  Performance in relation to these is briefly outlined in Annex 3.  Where available, comparisons are made with Kent’s and Warwickshire’s performance.  The Review had set out to establish the statistics concerning the breakdown of placements, to make comparisons with best policy and practice in other local authorities, to make a comparison of placement costs across authorities and to assess the use of kinship care in comparison with them.  These are included in the performance indicator information that follows or elsewhere in the report and annexes.  In Kinship care, (defined as all formal and informal care arrangements where the local authority is involved in providing a service to a child’s relatives or friends who are providing full-time care of the child), the County compared well with other authorities. There were 52 (7% of CLA) children being cared for in Kinship care.

17. We noted that 16% of children who were placed externally used 53% of the budget; 84% placed internally used 47% of the resources (“Placement Matters” - PM).  Oxfordshire's overall performance in CLA services stands up well compared with other local authorities, but these particular figures and spend compare unfavourably with Kent, for example. Part of the reason for this was the shortage of foster carers within the County, which meant that some of those children placed externally could otherwise have remained in the County.  Some further discussion on the significance of some of the statistical data is included below (“PM”).

18. Institute of Public Care – Oxfordshire Placements Review:  Just prior to the Scrutiny Review, the Institute of Public Care (IPC) was commissioned to undertake a short piece of research evaluating existing local resources and performance in relation to looked after children, and suggesting potential service developments to be explored by the Placements service.  This research closely informed the Review. Among its principal findings, it identified the following points:

· Choice of placement was considered to be a fundamental safeguard for looked after children. Local placements were generally best and produced better outcomes for looked after children.

· Kinship care should be explored and supported because it was popular among all – children, family and friends with young people; there was evidence that it could provide more stable and longer lasting placements. (The Scrutiny Review scoping had referred to this area). 

· Foster care was usually preferable to residential care.  Innovative models could be tried such as “salaried treatment” and “support foster care” based on a Canadian model, where the foster carers worked with the child and his/her family (For more information concerning similar models considered by the Review, please refer to paragraphs 55-58).  

19. The Placements Review  (a précis of the main findings is attached at Annex 8) provided relevant statistical information to this Review.   Some of this is incorporated into the analysis of the “Placement Matters” strategy below.

 
20. “Placement Matters” Strategy:  In April 2005, the S&HC Directorate’s “Placement Matters” draft strategy was published.  We were aware that this was to follow and build upon the IPC research and the Scrutiny Review aimed to complement the strategy rather than compete with it.   
21. Until then, Oxfordshire County Council had not had a placement strategy as such for Children Looked After (CLA).  The development of the draft was prompted by a number of factors: the increased number of children in agency placements (in both independent foster care agencies and residential care settings); an increasing overspend of the Children’s Services and more specifically, the Agency Care Budget in 2004/05 and the need to provide strategic direction for managers and staff.  This is referred to in the background papers and in the strategy itself that was published with the Executive agenda on 19th April 2005.
22. In explanation of the principles that underlay the strategy, the RG noted that there was a broad coincidence with the Review’s objectives.

23. The key proposals or recommendations in “Placement Matters” concerned:

24. Operational, organisational and practice issues.  In principle the RG supported these recommendations but it would have welcomed the opportunity to further investigate and discuss those that it regarded as important, having regard to evidence that it gathered during the Review. 

25. Developments and changes to service provision. These included reconfiguration of residential services and alternative provision, increasing the numbers of foster care placements and increasing the number of kinship placements. We accepted and endorsed these principles. The Review explores some of the issues surrounding these, because they were among the specific tasks that it set itself to do.

26. Placement and financial targets:  These included maintaining the number of children in care, reducing the length of time children were staying in care, and reducing the number in external residential care by placing them either into external foster care or internal foster plus arrangements. External placements could be reduced by more in-County provision.  External placements are unnecessarily expensive wherever they are or in whatever form they take.

27. The Committee questioned the strategy of maintaining the numbers of CLA - ideally the aim should be to reduce numbers, or at the very least to avoid an increase in numbers.  We considered that it was important to reduce the length of time that children spend in care.  Furthermore the aim should be to meet needs.  If the County Council wished to reduce the numbers in residential care (a desired outcome from the strategy) it was critical to have available, suitable placements.

28. The need for more early intervention strategies to avoid children having to go into care in the first place was highlighted, and the need for more foster carers. The long - term aim would be to avoid placing children with Independent Fostering Agencies by having a range of alternative provisions in place.

29. Management and financial information – “Placement Matters” was critical of how current systems had operated.  Evidence that the RG gathered from elsewhere supported this and in particular, we thought it desirable to improve on central record keeping including improved IT management, and more multi agency work.  These findings emphasized the need for timely and accurate information on and within the Service.
30. Whilst accepting that there was a need to develop a long term strategic approach to the placement of children looked after and that there was a responsibility on the Directorate to manage the costs of the placement strategy and practice more effectively, the RG hoped to support the strategy as a “critical friend”.  It is in this sense that the following comments are now made:

· This Review and “Placement Matters” state that there is a lack of choice - but the latter does not explore a wide enough variety of strategies. Whilst unintended, our perception was that PM was driven more from a financial perspective than the children’s needs.  More choice among carers and placements is critical to increase the likelihood of stable placements.

· Finding more foster carers is vital.

· There are not enough social workers to carry out home studies to comprehensively assess possible new carers.

· There is a need for more administrative staff to relieve the social workers of some of the work involved in the recruitment process.

· There is a need to consider bonus payments and/or a pay scheme that acknowledged carers’ acquisition of relevant qualifications.

· It was important to clarify the future role of the residential staff who might be displaced by the PM strategy.
31. These observations strongly inform the recommendations that follow.  With the benefit of the range of evidence gathered, the key points that the Review Group would wish “Placement Matters” to have developed further before approval were: 

· Recruitment of carers.
· A Review of carers' salaries, qualifications and skills.
· The need for better initial assessments in future.
· The importance of key stakeholder/agency conferencing and more multi agency work that could also help with features such as the availability and accessibility (centrally and following the child) of all their medical and educational records.
· The process on leaving care - "Supported lodgings" arrangements from Kent  (see paragraph 76) were a good example to emulate.
· Respite care strategies and arrangements.
32. The recommendations that follow and the supporting evidence develop these points.

There was also an Audit Commission inspection of the Fostering and Adoption Services taking place simultaneously with this Review but its findings remained confidential until after the Scrutiny Review Group’s work had been completed.

4. Findings

(i) Recruitment of Foster Carers

The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to improve the current Family Placements Service Fostering & Adoption Recruitment Strategy.  The key to achieving placement stability is to recruit more new foster carers.  This will require: 

· Increased budget provision for recruitment and marketing to a level commensurate with other authorities.

· Developing the current recruitment strategy to target specific categories of foster care need.

· Promoting diversity in the attributes required of new foster carers.

· Promoting better initial inquiry and contact systems for potential recruits, eg one telephone contact and administrative (rather than social worker) team.

· Introducing attractive cash incentives for successful, including “word of mouth”, recruitment of carers.

Evidence from expert witnesses and from other local authorities has highlighted the recruitment of foster carers of the appropriate calibre and type as essential.  There is a shortage of foster carers in the County.  The Service needed to recruit 60 carers this year; realistically it is now aiming for a 20 net increase a year.  It was reported by “expert witnesses” from the S&HC Directorate that at least another 24 social workers were needed to be comparable with Oxfordshire’s statistical neighbour authorities.  This shortage significantly affected the capacity to comprehensively assess new carers, to look after the vulnerable children and the continuing caseloads.  In the original budget for the next 3 years, 12 were supposed to have been added in the first year; 36 were needed over a 3 year period.  Nevertheless, we heard that enquiries have gone up from around 30-40 a month to 50-60 and the case is being made for a recruitment support officer to deal with and improve the quality of initial contacts. 

33. There were budget pressures; OCC’s recruitment budget was small compared to other local authorities that we looked at – a £21,000 pa budget and an average £325 available to recruit each new foster carer.  Foster carer recruitment strategies were being devised – and a lot depended on the success of these.

34. The shortage of foster carers in the county directly affects the stability of placements. Figures provided to the Review varied, but at the time of writing this report there were 462 children looked after (April 2005).  248 were in the Council’s foster care or in foster care outside of the County. Some were awaiting final adoption orders.  31 were in Independent Fostering Agencies (IFAs); 60 were in special schools of which 54 were out of county.  There were 66 unaccompanied minor asylum seekers among the 462.

35. We heard that there was an identified shortage of carers from ethnic minorities; approximately 38% of CLA were from ethnic minorities. The total number of carers was 311 by April 2005; 40 (approx 13%) looked after ethnic minority children, at least half of whom hosted whole families.  Just under 3% of all Foster Carers (excluding host families and friends and family carers) were from minority ethnic backgrounds.  There were particular priority needs identified in the Recruitment Strategy for which foster families were sought.  The total number of placements that the County strategy identified as needed by December 2005 was 10 Respite, 11 Relief, 9 Short term, 7 long term, 13 Foster Plus and 15 Kinship (62). 

36. As discussed elsewhere, these are difficult targets to achieve and a net 20 overall annual increase is considered more feasible by the Directorate.    Warwickshire had considerably more resources for marketing and recruitment.  It aimed to recruit between 50 and 60 new carers per year but had not been able to achieve a net increase.  Kent aimed to recruit 110 gross (a net increase of 26 last year) each year. 

37. The RG is convinced that the success of the Recruitment Strategy is vital. Solutions suggested in evidence were to have a greater diversity of carers in order to increase the likelihood of placing a child in the right foster home; more carers, able to take on more children and who were more diverse - for instance, to provide better matches in ethnicity and religion of children; the importance of a good “initial inquiry” process to attract carers; providing incentives for experienced carers to train up to “Foster Plus” or to become care co-ordinators providing more support to stop carers going into IFAs.  There was a process of natural wastage and difficulties around recruiting different kinds of carers. And, because Oxfordshire had a bulge in its CLA age profile at 10-15 years, more carers were needed for older children generally.  Compounding this was a demand for specialist teachers and tutors to develop these older CLA within the educational system. Recruiting and retaining sufficient carers will continue to be a major challenge. This is the way to go as Placement Matters plans to increase the number of foster care placements, to accommodate and offer choice for CLA, and also to increase the number of Kinship placements (which is already comparatively high).  

We thought that we could learn from the experience in other local authorities.  Elsewhere, there had been initiatives to introduce financial and other incentives to recruit and retain foster carers.   Barnet had used a PR Company to advise about recruitment and had worked with the private sector to secure added benefits for carers (free restaurant meals and hairdressing). Southampton paid foster carers £20 for introducing a potential foster carer and a further £200 once they had been approved.  Kent paid foster carers a “bounty payment (£250) if they managed to introduce a new carer to the system.  Warwickshire paid foster carers £150 in vouchers if they successfully recruited a new carer.  
38. Kent, with approximately twice the population of Oxfordshire, had 680 carers of all categories compared to Oxfordshire’s 304.  There had been 1123 inquiries about becoming foster carers in 2003/04. 73 carers had left Kent last year and 101 had been recruited; this appeared to have been influenced by a concerted marketing and recruitment campaign and the pay rates being advertised in the press.  Reinforcing this, whilst there were 33 IFAs operating in Kent, the authority’s long-term strategy had been to invest in the in-house service rather than to let services drift into the independent sector.  Kent had decided not to use IFAs anymore because they are a very expensive form of care, and Oxfordshire has decided to move in the same direction.

39. Kent ‘s recruitment and retention strategy included features that are being incorporated into the new Oxfordshire strategy: a “Gateway Team” on one telephone number for the public interested in fostering and adoption, that received all the initial inquiries, undertook all the administrative work and arranged for initial social worker visits.  This strategy had responded to a survey of foster carers and adopters that had shown that there was room for improvement in initial contact.  Their strategy also provided a range of independent support tools for carers.  Quality service awards were another initiative - about 700 had attended a recent awards ceremony and approximately £500 was offered for a “gold” award.  

40. Warwickshire regarded recruitment as one of its most critical strategies so far as the stability of placements was concerned and this accorded with what we heard elsewhere from witnesses.  We heard that 90% of all Warwickshire’s carers came through newspaper or radio adverts.  There was a district based recruitment initiative that worked on the principle that local knowledge about what worked in a particular area was best.  Like Oxfordshire, some difficulties were encountered in matching accurately the ethnic and cultural background of carers with the CLA.

41. As mentioned earlier, there was a recruitment incentive of £150 in vouchers to any carer who introduced a new carer successfully.  Whilst this would be an attractive incentive to reproduce, it could also be a cost effective, long-term means of recruitment, given media and press advertisement costs. 
(ii) Training and “Payment for Skills” for Foster Carers

The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

· Support the continuation of training for foster carers;

· Introduce bonuses for the skills acquired with experience and incremental pay scales for length of service, to improve retention.



42. The RG heard a range of evidence concerning the adequacy of payment to foster carers.  So far as the County Council range of provision was concerned, the average costs for a placement varied from £115 per week for independent living kinship placements to £3097 p/w in agency residential placements.  The average cost for a County place was £304 per week compared to £1,805 for a child placed externally.  Therefore, the authority (and the Review) wished to reduce the costs that were associated with the higher end of provision and this could be achieved by more in-County foster care placements.

43. The rates paid to carers in Oxfordshire were based on the recommended minimum rates of the British Fostering & Adoption Association (BAAF); (these are set out in Annex 4) There were Independent Fostering Agencies elsewhere where the rates paid for a placement were as high as £4990 per week for residential placements and levels of support to carers were at least as good as local authorities provided.  Hence, the RG asked questions about whether there should be adequately salaried and supported foster carers, in order to recruit sufficient numbers and calibre of people and whether the Service should pay allowances for carers at improved rates in order to be competitive with IFAs.  All of this reinforces the need for better support for carers and therefore, of sufficient numbers and calibre of social workers to provide the support.

44. Warwickshire’s payment rates were also based around payment of the standard BAAF rates.  But in addition, they had “Payment for Skills”.  This meant that the emphasis was not on paying a higher rate because of the relative difficulty of looking after the particular child, ie the OCC “Foster Plus” arrangements, but rather on the carers’ skills and rewarding those skills. Benefiting from what appeared to be better budget provision, Warwickshire had a comprehensive skills and training package for foster carers.  “Payment for Skills” prescribed entrance requirements based on “core” and other training and a range of competencies based over 3 levels. 160 of 299 foster carers in Warwickshire were in the scheme and because training took place to achieve a sufficient degree of competence in advance of assessment, people with insufficient background, experience or expertise could not reach assessment panel stage.  When payment for skills was introduced quite a few foster carers were lost. 

45. Other authorities’ initiatives to introduce financial and other incentives to recruit and retain foster carers are described in paragraph 40 and elsewhere.   In addition, some authorities had secured added benefits for carers (we referred to free restaurant meals and hairdressing).  Kent had looked at what IFAs paid and then considered whether they could match this.  It too was exploring “payment for skills” at 4 levels: mainstream – ordinary/standard payment; level 2 - NVQ3 and competence attainment; Level 3 – carers on advanced training eg B Tech and sitting on fostering panels etc; Level 4 – Specialist scheme – which amounted to twice the normal payment. However, even the latter was significantly less than the IFA payments.  Nevertheless, it had been noted that some County foster carers who had opted to switch to working for IFAs were returning to the County service and that some recruited by IFAs elsewhere, were returning to the County service.  The RG had heard of similar experiences in Oxfordshire, so it was important to understand what was making this happen.  It was concluded that a greater range of training, payment and other benefits being developed by local authorities were the reason for this.  Kent had effectively reduced placements in IFAs (down to around 28/29).  It was strongly trying to invest and to keep the children looked after in the county and was effectively drawing children in from outside Kent. 
46. The RG considers that to achieve the target number of new foster carers identified as necessary in the Recruitment and “Placement Matters” strategies, there must be adequate financial resources available within the service to achieve adequate remuneration.  “PM” goes some way towards identifying measures to invest in strategies that will reduce costs sufficiently in the long term.    We would therefore suggest that to recruit adequate numbers and calibre of foster carers, the County must introduce incentives.  We would suggest that these are focussed, mainly, on the skills and competence of the carer rather than time spent in the Service or the complexity of the needs of the children looked after.  The need for appropriate training among the foster carers was highlighted by witnesses. Whilst carers were being encouraged to undertake NVQs in Oxfordshire there was not a reward or incentive system in place for achieving these.  We nevertheless also accept that there is a demand and need for bonuses for the most experienced carers, but this should be based around their higher skills as well as experience.

47. The RG notes that the Government is shortly going to recommend new foster care rates.

(iii) Placement Choice

The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

· Consider putting emergency short term assessment arrangements in place that allow time to establish the child’s needs in order that the appropriate placement is made, which should reduce the likelihood of placement breakdowns;

· Develop multi agency working between Social & Health Care, Health and Education, and central record keeping to enable the Authority to track the child’s movements and monitor its performance on the stability of placements. 


48. The Review was concerned with the stability of placements.  It was important therefore for the RG to establish the statistics concerning the breakdown of placements (see Annex 5) and to establish why these occurred.  Choice of placement and suitability of placements were obviously critical factors for both the child and the foster parents and the RG agreed (with S&HC) that the focus should be on the placements that had broken down 3 or more times, but which were not the initial very short stay placements that often occurred in emergencies.  This could help to distinguish which placements were only ever intended to be very short term and which had broken down due to genuine disruptions.

49. The RG established that some authorities had systems in place to deal with the very short- term placements or whilst deciding whether to take a child into care.  This could enable them to properly assess for planned placements. We were particularly interested in emergency placement strategies.   Kent’s emergency arrangements were similar in most respects to those reported to the Review by Oxfordshire foster carers.  However, the number of out of hours breakdowns had reduced. But, they also had very short - term (7 day) emergency placements that allowed time to decide what the best placement for the particular child should be.  

50. The demands on improving placement choice were increasing.  We note that some of the initiatives that Oxfordshire was proposing in Placement Matters and in the Service Plan are aimed at facilitating placement choice and stability including “Alternatives to care” and the Outreach project.  These are elaborated upon in “PM” and are discussed further in the next section.

51. In general, the pressures to achieve successful placements revolved around better initial assessment of children’s needs, being able to make better matching between child and foster parent, early intervention to prevent children being taken into care, access and support, and investment in and consultation with the children in the system.  To achieve these, we referred to the strategies and practice of other authorities too.  

52. There was a range of initiatives in Kent and Warwickshire.  In particular, there were programmes such as working with people on the brink of care, parent child placements, family link placements and therapeutic/treatment foster care – eg the Joint Agency Foster Care Project for Teenagers.   The last was a specialist fostering service pilot scheme that resulted from a successful bid for Government funding; it funded a team for CLA between ages 10-16 who would otherwise have been placed in expensive, private placements or secure units.  Based on a project in Oregon that had been successful, it was overseen by the Maudsley hospital.  10 placements were being aimed for in this project.  In addition there was therapeutic foster care for 4-11 and 11-16 year olds.  All of the children placed in these programmes were still in placement after a year.  It was a very resource intensive service but these placements would otherwise have been expected to have been short-lived, with the children placed 3 to 4 times within the year.   Oxfordshire is bidding in the Government’s next round of funding for similar specialist foster care and hopes to be successful.

53. Warwickshire was also in the process of developing a placement - matching matrix.  This was intended to try to evidence decisions about placement. Such a process could guide the placements and in the longer term, help to ensure the stability of the chosen placements.

54. Kent also arranged multi agency network meetings among all of the main agencies to the service (health, social services and education) and this had proved very useful, because all of the agencies could pool together information and compile a comprehensive picture of any particular child’s needs.  

55. In Warwickshire a distinctive feature among their strategies was the co-ordination among the different agencies, in particular Social Services and Education, of joint assessment, funding arrangements, monitoring and reviewing.  There was joint funding of a Children’s Partnership Manager and of an Independent Reviewing Officer. In the view of the Warwickshire officers, these arrangements meant that children could be properly assessed, followed and monitored through, for instance, both the LEA SEN (Local Education Authority - Special Education Needs) route and the joint funded routes.  There had been a history of agencies and departments working on their own in this area without consulting each other. That had been overcome.  Warwickshire had also managed to implement a computerised, central system with the composite history of each child from all of the relevant agencies.  A protocol based, multi agency approach had facilitated the development and control of this centralised system.  They also emphasised that a multi agency approach had helped, among other things, to avoid a drift in the decision making for placements, enabled various needs to be considered concurrently and reduced placement breakdowns.  

56. In Oxfordshire, there has been a long standing multiplicity of professional contacts for children in the care system.  The Best Value Review of Children’s Services had recommended that any one child should have one key professional in the system.  The value of multi agency involvement in CLA services and in respect of central record keeping and communication is clearly important.  Improvements in information technology and its compatibility between the agencies, is equally important. Accordingly, we have made a recommendation in this area. 

(iv) Support for Foster Carers and the Children 
The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to improve the support for the children and the foster carers, ensure that it is provided promptly when it is needed, and improve the retention, consistency and caseload among social workers by:

eg;

· Adequate respite for the carers;

· More breaks similar to the Hill End project for the children;
·  “Ready for Practice” investment for the Social Workers.

57. One of the objectives of the Review was to ensure that adequate support was available and given to support foster carers and the children being fostered and to ensure that inappropriate placements were not being made.  The levels of support and respite available to the carers and cared for recurred in evidence provided by witnesses and other local authorities.

58. Earlier on we referred to some of the initiatives that Oxfordshire was proposing in Placement Matters and in the Service Plan that were aimed at facilitating placement choice and stability.  We would commend these as strategies to support CLA, children who might potentially go into care, as well as for the carers.  These included, pre-care: the Outreach project - supporting young people who lived with their families, but were at risk of entering the system.  Post care: children who lived in foster placements under pressure of breakdown - and aimed to achieve placement stability where there was a risk of this breaking down. Overlapping the two was the Prevention and Intervention Team that aimed to prevent children and young people from having to be accommodated, supported foster parents and sought to reduce disruption and movement with placements.

59. In general, the RG observed that the pressures to achieve successful placements revolved around better initial assessment of childrens’ needs, being able to make better matches between child and foster parent, access to therapeutic services, support and consultation with the children in the system.
60. Warwickshire regarded training and support for foster carers as among its most critical strategies so far as stability of placements was concerned and this accorded with what we heard elsewhere from witnesses.   A consultation during 1997-98 with foster carers (ie pre regulation of services nationally) had advocated various means of supporting carers including NVQs for carers, “Employed” carers status (paragraph 78), a foster carer development officer, an out of hours carers telephone contact and a communications strategy for the carers.  Consequently, a whole range of means of support for carers was introduced and these were listed in the presentation made to the RG by the Warwickshire officers and in the Fostering Service Statement of Purpose that are available as background papers.  Whilst Oxfordshire was more constrained by its resources, the RG considered that it should seek to emulate the support that Warwickshire provided.

61. Kent offered a respite fostering scheme for children with disabilities.  CLA with the most severe disabilities were accommodated in specialist units.  Others were in foster homes, but there was a pool of respite carers who could offer respite care availability for up to 42 weeks of the year; in practice this was offered from 1 weekend a month to 6 weeks a year; (ie for each family there would be respite of between 1 weekend and 6 weeks).  From the evidence that we gathered, this offered better provision than in Oxfordshire.  It was a means to increasing placement choice and the numbers of foster carers by giving greater options to the child and to the carer, and it could also prevent children from actually coming into care.  
62. In Oxfordshire, there was an active Foster Care Co-ordinators support network provided by experienced carers. A desire had been expressed to widen this network throughout the County.

63. So far as the children were concerned the Hill End project once each year was much appreciated but it would be beneficial to them if more breaks of this kind were available, there being only 30 places available on the Summer project.  There was also a view among the children (although it has not been established how widely held this was) that whilst respite represented a break for the carer, the children sometimes felt that they were being “dumped” on someone else.  The RG was aware that only experienced carers can provide proper respite care and that they are in shortage.  Among possible options for the future, a preferential rate could be negotiated for the carers and/or better provision for holidays for the CLA, particularly given a recognised need to recruit 60 carers of whom 16% would be respite.

64. Elsewhere, we have discussed the training and development that could be made available to foster carers.  An innovative project was the “Literacy Programme” in Kent which encouraged carers to sign up.  Nearly all foster carers were issued with computers to help CLA with homework and they appeared to be developing themselves from the learning programme.  

65. We were also concerned that there should be consistency in social work support, for instance to provide emergency, on call and out of hours support.  This depended on staff being experienced and retained.  The recruitment and retention of social workers was a critical issue in Kent as it was for Oxfordshire, but the vacancy rate was only 6% at any given time.  This was attributed to there being a staff care package, with a competency framework and pay at £36-37,000 at the top end of the scale. In addition, “Ready for Practice “ investment was geared towards people who were interested in obtaining a social work qualification at an early stage in their working lives and who were likely then to wish to remain rooted in Kent.  A higher vacancy rate a couple of years ago appeared to have been overcome through this.    As an incentive to the retention of Social Workers in Oxfordshire a similar package could be developed.

(v) Children’s Involvement & Consultation

The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to ensure that children are fully consulted and involved by their social workers in placement decisions.

66. The RG heard evidence that CLA were moving through the care system more quickly and consequently caring for more children for shorter periods.  We have recommended that more carers are needed.  These issues reinforce the importance of choice and of achieving good placements.   Elsewhere we have approached these issues from the perspective of the local authority and the carer and discussed recruitment incentives, skills’ payments, training, other benefits (eg in Warwickshire nearly all foster carers were issued with computers to help CLA with homework), respite and other strategies to improve their position. But, we also heard directly from the looked after children.  The extent to which they were involved in how the CLA service was delivered in the authorities that we looked at was important, because it shaped their perceptions about their placements.  It should be noted that consultation with children on decisions about their placements is mandatory.  

67. Commissioning care for children focuses on improving the quality of matching between children’s needs and the carers’ skills and resources.  In Kent we heard about a range of strategies to try to improve the match even for very short notice arrangements and emergency foster care (7 day which could be extended up to 3 monthly placements). The importance of having as much history available on any individual case as possible (both positive and negative) drew our attention to centralised record keeping, multi agency work and the need to hear from the children themselves.  

“Placement Matters” develops a strategic vision for the future seeking to serve children better with its own innovative strategies and a greater emphasis on early intervention & prevention and early assessment.   The RG heard on several occasions, that more difficult children were being picked up by the carers; for instance those who been placed in residential homes that had been closed.  The children themselves are the other side of this scenario.  An issue that emerged (especially among the carers) was the need for greater respite care availability.  But, the main opportunity for the CLA to have a break was once each year at the Hill End Summer project and the RG considered that there ought to be more similar opportunities.  The view among children was that whilst respite represented a break for the normal carer, the children themselves felt excluded or imposed reluctantly on another carer.  Where and when the children had been involved and consulted, many became enthusiastic proponents of the service.  In Oxfordshire, Kent and Warwickshire, annual events (including at Hill End and the Brookes University celebration of foster care event) where the children were able to promote their needs and agenda, were well received by all the participants and audiences.  Kent had an annual event at which awards were made to the carers, who were nominated by the children themselves.  Oxfordshire has actively engaged with children with considerable experience of the looked after system and who have then become “Source Workers” for the service.  Very recently, a DVD had been produced by the source workers and had highlighted needs that might not otherwise have occurred to us; being placed locally and maintaining continuity with peers and friends was important to help ensure stable placements; certain basic home comforts etc; Kinship care – which OCC had demonstrated its support for.  Not least, the DVD was seen as a unique promotional tool for the Oxfordshire Service and the needs of the children themselves that could be marketed to other Councils.  
(vi) Supported Lodgings - Leaving Care Housing Provision

The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to increase “Supported Lodging” arrangements for children and young people leaving care and to ensure adequate and appropriate housing to meet their needs.

68. During the Review, leaving care housing was raised as an important issue, if slightly removed from the review’s original stated objectives.  In April 2005 there were 224 young people leaving or having left care who were still the responsibility of the Social & Health Care Directorate. 

69. The breakdown of housing type for those in housing need, had stayed fairly consistent over the last 3 years.   There were 56 who qualified as being in housing need in 2005/06.  38 of these were young people aged 16 and 17 living independently and requiring “move on” housing provision under the Leaving Care Act 2000 this year.  14 of the 38 remained the financial responsibility of Social & Health Care.  24 of the 38 young people would be turning 18 during the year.    

70. Whilst there was a range of and good number of accommodation units, they were not available or appropriate for much of the time and for particular needs. Most places were actually taken up by people who, whilst not care leavers were “vulnerable” people who came into housing need.  Over time the numbers in the available units had accumulated and the whole system had become full.  Hence, there really was a shortage of appropriate accommodation. The “Key 2” project was identified as a scheme particularly geared towards care leavers and it was funded from the Leaving Care budget.  Young care leavers could access the project at age 16 but had to “move on” at 18.  Provision was split according to high, medium or low level needs.  Only 10 units of accommodation had been “spot” purchased under the scheme to date as the authority was still in the process of negotiating a tender with Key 2.  

71. There was a range, in particular, of temporary accommodation in the City but this was far from ideal.  We agree with Oxfordshire and Kent in so far as they regard B&B for 16 and 17 year olds as unsuitable.  The RG considered that there was a need for a more assertive outreach service; more so-called “supported lodging” arrangements would be appropriate and cost effective.   The costs were only, on average, £208 per week.  Whilst there was a lot of activity and initiative around providing housing for young people leaving care, it was important to establish whether or not the needs were being appropriately met.  As a general conclusion, it appeared that during the last 2 years that they had not been. We have been unable to obtain accurate and up to date statistics to support the evidence that we heard elsewhere. 

72. Whilst the issue of housing for CLA in Kent appeared to be less critical than in Oxfordshire according to the young people themselves, the authority maintained a record of people who, whilst not wishing to be full time foster carers, could offer to provide lodgings.  Known as “Supported lodging providers” they were regarded as a key step forward to independence for the young people and they were paid an allowance for the role, albeit significantly less than the costs that have been quoted in the report for placing children in the different types of foster care. Bearing in mind the financial parameters in which  “Placement Matters” had to operate, the Review commends the expansion of supported lodging arrangements, of which there are a limited number in Oxfordshire and more active recruitment to these positions.  More Pathway link workers would also facilitate progress towards independent living. The focus on retention of social workers earlier on in the report, would support this.  

(viii) Other forms of Financial Compensation for Foster Carers

The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to consider the capacity within the current foster care payment and reward arrangements to allow for any benefits associated with being an employee of the County Council to be extended to full time foster parents, including eg:

· The Literacy Programme

· Discounted Leisure Services

· Employed Carers 

73. In the section concerning recruitment & resources and training and payment for skills, a range of strategies was suggested.  These were aimed at attracting and retaining foster carers with a view to improving placement choice and hence improve stability by rewarding them through financial, training and other benefits. A foster carer in Warwickshire described 27 benefits that were available to foster parents including a fostering network advice and mediation line, insurance cover for damage to household property up to £1000, loan and provision of equipment, computers if caring for a child over 10 years of age and a specialised library scheme which helped to facilitate a “happier child and placement”.  

74. However, the RG was aware that in many instances individuals still had to make sacrifices to become foster parents.  Consequently, the concept of “Employed Carer” status had been raised during the Review.  The RG had discussed whether or not “employee” benefits such as pensions could be extended to foster parents and we heard that in Warwickshire, prior to 2002, carers did receive similar benefits. However, after the introduction of national foster care regulations, carers could no longer have  “employee” status benefits if they worked over 5 hours a week.  Some foster parents could earn a competitive salary through foster care, but they had other costs to pick up such as annual accounts and the inability to take holidays or respite.  In addition, they may well have given up jobs and pensions to take on full time foster care. 
75. The RG therefore considers that the Social & Health Care Directorate should explore whether there are any means to overcoming the inherent disadvantages in the current arrangements. It is encouraging that in Oxford City it has just been agreed that foster carers, as well as the children, should get discounted leisure facilities.  Other benefits need to be investigated including, for example a “Literacy Programme” like Kent’s and more generous loans for carers’ property adaptations and extensions.

5. Concluding Remarks

76. The RG is satisfied that it has achieved the objectives of the Review.  Its recommendations are based on the evidence that could be gathered and assessed in the limited time available for this scrutiny to have an impact on the implementation of the “Placement Matters” strategy.  The RG found a willingness among all who participated in this work; officers, children looked after and foster carers to participate in the Review and indeed to involve Members of the authority in the work that they were doing.  This included annual events such as the Fostering recruitment fortnight, presentations to the Children’s Panel and other formal bodies of the Council, and the Source Workers annual event.  We encourage Members to be more proactive in participating in such key events as a demonstration of the Council’s recognition of its corporate parenting responsibilities.

77. We should like to thank all those who contributed to this Review and appreciate the commitment by all parties to improving the outcomes for the children, for whom we are responsible.
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Scrutiny Review Scoping Template 

Review Topic

(name of Review)
Stability of Placements for Children Looked After

Review Reference Code
SH005.V2

Lead Scrutiny Committee
Social & Health Care Scrutiny

Lead Member Review Group

(Cllr’s involved)
Cllrs Mrs Anda Fitzgerald O’Connor, Jean Fooks, Mick McAndrews

Officer Support 

(Scrutiny Review Officer lead)
Julian Hehir

Rationale

(key issues and/ or reason for doing the Review)
There is some evidence of the breakdown of foster care for some children.  Some children appear to have a number of short-term placements which is not good for the child’s progress or education. 

Purpose of Review/Objective

(specify exactly what the Review should achieve)
· To establish the current situation in Oxfordshire and the Council’s policies on placement.

· To establish the statistics concerning the breakdown of placements. 

· To establish whether there is any way of improving the likelihood of successful foster care placements.

· To ensure that adequate support is available and given to support foster carers and the children being fostered and to ensure that inappropriate placements are not being made to foster care.

· To make comparisons with best policy and practice in other local authorities and to incorporate these into Oxfordshire’s p&p so that “looked after children” have the best chances of stable placements which should improve their life chances.

In doing so the Review will:

· Make a comparison of placement costs across authorities if possible.

· Refer to the use of Independent Fostering Agencies (IFAs) by Oxfordshire and other authorities.

· Look at the support to foster children and foster carers regarding educational placement stability and

· Assess the use of "kinship care" in Oxfordshire and how this compares across authorities. 



Indicators of Success

(what factors would tell you what a good Review should look like)
· Useful evidence based recommendations which should improve outcomes for looked after children.

· Raising the profile of children in foster care.

· The Authority becoming a better “corporate parent”. 

· Informing the wider community of the issues involved in the placement of children in foster homes.

Methodology/ Approach

(what types of enquiry will be used to gather evidence and why)
· Benchmarking/comparison with other authorities.

· Expert witness interviews.

· Interviews with selected foster carers suggested by Foster Carers Association.

· Site visits. 

Specify Witnesses/ Experts

(who to see and when)
· Noreen Collins – Service Manager (S&HC)

· John Richards - Acting Head of Children’s Services – (S&HC)

· Sarah Clayson - Service Manager – Children Looked After (S&HC)

· Fran Fonseca – Service Manager – Family Placement (S&HC)

· Dave Seal – Service Manager – Child Protection (S&HC)

· Liz Gilkes? (S&HC – Yarnton); for statistics on placements? 

· Steve Thomas (S&HC)

· Doreen Sillman – Chair of Foster Care Association 

· Felicity Aitken – Chair of the Fostering & Adoption Panel

·  Carers from Foster Carers Association

· April  (Fostering & Adoption Panel)

· Expert witnesses from other local authorities’ S&HC or equivalent services

Other witnesses to be identified

Specify Evidence Sources for Documents

(which to look at)
· Children’s Panel reports – particularly focussing on placements. 

· Statistical reports produced by S&HC on family placements.

· British Association of Adoption and Foster Carers’ publications. 
· Reviews of provision in other authorities (eg Best Value, Audit Commission, Commission for Social Care inspections).

Other documents to be identified following literature search

Specify Site Visits

(where and when)
The Review Group may wish to visit children’s homes as part of the programme of visits associated with the Children’s Panel – eg Maltfield, Holme Leigh.

Specify Evidence Sources for Views of Stakeholders

(consultation/ workshops/ focus groups/ public meetings)
· Witness interviews.

· Benchmarking/comparison/consultation with other local authorities.

· Fostering & Adoption panels.

· Visits (to homes and to other local authorities to interview).

· Foster Carers Association.

· Staff of children’s homes.

Publicity requirements

(what is needed – fliers, leaflets, radio broadcast, press-release, etc.)
Notice of review and meetings on the Intranet.

No other publicity deemed necessary or appropriate.

Resource requirements

· Person-days

· Expenditure
15-30

£1,500

Barriers/ dangers/ risks

(identify any weaknesses and potential pitfalls)
· Need to acknowledge sensitivity in identifying individuals to interview.

· Confidentiality of areas being incorporated into the review and Freedom of Information Act implications.

· Establishing causes of the lack of stability which fall outside the powers of the County Council to rectify.

· Identifying issues and problems outside the scope of the Review. 

· Time pressures to complete the Review.

Projected start date
January 2005
Draft Report Deadline
Aiming for special meeting of 8th April 2005 S&HC Cttee

Meeting Frequency
· 21st January am

· 8 February

      initially
Projected completion date
April 2005 – Final report to be presented to 6 July 05 S&HC Cttee
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Social & Health Care Service Plan for Children Looked After 2004-05

The Six Priorities

1. To have plans for permanency in place for each child.

2. To promote the social inclusion of children as they become adults.

3. Each child is protected from significant harm.

4. Effective educational planning and support in place to meet PSA targets for CLA.

5. Reduce the offending of children looked after within the PSA target.

6. Partnerships.
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Statistical Comparisons - Oxfordshire/Kent/Warwickshire 

· The numbers of children looked after 

Oxon: 462; 35 per 100,000

Kent : 1000; 47 per 100,000

Warwickshire: 462; 38 per 100,000. 

· The age profile 

Oxon quite “top heavy” with older children. During 2002-03, (and beyond) Oxfordshire had experienced a ‘bulge’ in the number of looked after children aged 10-15 years compared with other authorities.

· Placements:  

Oxon: 84% internal, 47% budget – 16% external, 53% budget. 396 internal, 77 external.

Kent: relatively few external.

·  “Kinship” care
Oxon: 52 of 462

Kent: 80 of approximately 1000

Warwicks: 58 of approximately 462 

Oxon compared well with other authorities last year and is likely to be deemed a “good” performer in 2004/05.

· Foster Carers
Oxon: 311

Kent: 680

Warwicks: 299. 

Oxon: aiming to recruit 60 (20 per year net), 

Kent: 110 total per year  (27 net of all categories last year); 

Warwicks: 50-60 (nil net)

· Placement rates
Oxon: fostering avg £180 p/w + £27 additional allowance, kinship - £156 + £8, Foster Plus £348 + £70.

(See Excel spreadsheet elsewhere – indicates actual figs are more or less similar to Kent); 

Kent: 0-8 years £179, 9 -18 £294. 

Warwicks: £113 - £258 per week based on skills attainment. 

Basic rates similar for all authorities as based around National Foster Care rates.

· Numbers in IFAs
Oxon: 52 during 2004, 33 at any one time.

Kent: 28/29.

· Placement breakdowns 

Oxon: There were 32 between Feb 2003 and Feb 2004; approx 10% of all children in foster care.  Approx 70% were aged 10>.  
BVPIs

49 – (The figure and target should be low) Percentage of children looked after at 31 March with 3 or more placements during the year. 

2003/04 outturn:

Oxon: 12.4%

Kent: 12.0%

Warwicks: 13.8%;

national average: 13%.

2003/04 target 

Oxon: 14% - top government performance rating (very good – 5 “blob”) for this indicator. 

2004/05 target

Oxon: 13%

Kent: (forecast 04/05) 11.5%; Jan 05 position – 8.7%

Warwicks: 14%

2005/06

Oxon: 13%

2006/07 target:

Oxon 12.5%

Oxfordshire was in the top band of performers but there was a slightly deteriorating trend due to the increase in numbers of unaccompanied minors (asylum seekers) (66).  A marginal improvement was anticipated in the figures for 2004/05.  

51 – Average gross weekly expenditure per looked after child in foster care or in a children’s home.

2003/04 outturn:

Oxon: £622E

Warwicks:  £568

2003/04 target 

Oxon: £593 - Oxfordshire is considered to be in a “high cost” area.

2004/05 target

Oxon: £640

Warwicks: £580

Performance 2004/05

Oxon: £734

2005/06 target 

Oxon: £659

2006/07

Oxon: £679.

Kent’s expenditure is not known.  

The national average is £618.

The no of children adopted per year:

Oxon: 30 in 2004/05; (averages approx 30) = 9.4%

Kent :13.7%.

CF/D35 Long Term stability of CLA " The percentage of children who had been looked after continuously for at least 4 years, who were currently in a foster placement where they had spent at least 2 years".  Last year 2003/04, Oxfordshire had a “2 blob” rating (46%).  This was a very challenging PI as the aim of the Service was to increase stability. This year it has just been reported as 53%. Warwickshire had a two blob rating – 41.9%; the national average was 50.6% (3 blobs). 

D65 Children aged 10+ who s aid that they were offered choice about care and support

Oxon: 22.8%

It is to be hoped that the Review’s recommendations will improve performance in this area.
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Oxfordshire Foster care rates

FOSTER CARE RATES  -   FROM 16.10.04 
Carers who Foster Children previously unknown to them
(Oxon Carers)


AGE Band
Maintenance Allowance NFN Minimum (Outside London)
Additional Allowances for Children Unknown to them
Weekly Rate (NFN Inside London Rate)
Daily Rate




0-2 
          121.00 
            20.00 
    141.00 
        20.14 
Includes Nappy Allowance of £8.00 per week.


3-4
          113.00 
            20.00 
    133.00 
        19.00 




5-10
          129.00 
            22.00 
    151.00 
        21.57 




11-15
          160.00 
            28.00 
    188.00 
        26.86 




16-18
          199.00 
            35.00 
    234.00 
        33.43 




Note: The NFN Minimum includes 2 weeks maintenance allowance split down and added to the weekly amount.


Fostering Plus Rates







AGE Band
Maintenance Allowance NFN Minimum (Outside London)
Additional Allowances for Children Unknown to them
Foster Plus Fee
Weekly Rate
Daily Rate



0-2 
          121.00 
            28.00 
    165.00 
 314.00 
  44.86 
Includes Nappy Allowance of £8.00 pw.


3-4
          113.00 
            28.00 
    165.00 
 306.00 
  43.71 



5-10
          129.00 
            28.00 
    165.00 
 322.00 
  46.00 



11-15
          160.00 
            28.00 
    165.00 
 353.00 
  50.43 



16-18
          199.00 
            28.00 
    165.00 
 392.00 
  56.00 


 Note: The NFN Outside London rate plus 2 weeks maintenance allowance split down and added t

 the weekly amount.


To allow for Holiday costs







FOSTER PLUS FEE
           193.00 






DAILY RATE
             27.57 






Friends and Family Foster Carers





 
AGE Band
Maintenance Allowance NFN Minimum (Outside London)
Additional Allowances N/A as Children known to them
Weekly Rate
Daily Rate




0-2 
          121.00 
                   -   
    121.00 
        17.29 
Includes Nappy Allowance of £8.00 per week.


3-4
          113.00 
                   -   
    113.00 
        16.14 




5-10
          129.00 
                   -   
    129.00 
        18.43 




11-15
          160.00 
                   -   
    160.00 
        22.86 




16-18
          199.00 
                   -   
    199.00 
        28.43 



Note: The NFN Outside London rate plus 2 weeks maintenance allowance split down and added to the weekly amount.
To allow for Holiday costs

Residence Orders









AGE Band
Maintenance Allowance NFN Minimum (Outside London)
Additional Allowances N/A as Children known to them
Less Child Benefit based on first child only, additional children will need the Child Benefit deducted at the reduced CB Rate
Weekly Rate
Daily Rate



0-2
          116.49 
0.00 
-     16.50 
        99.99 
  14.28 



3-4
          108.49 
0.00 
-     16.50 
        91.99 
  13.14 



5-10
          123.58 
0.00 
-     16.50 
     107.08 
  15.30 



11-15
          153.84 
0.00 
-     16.50 
     137.34 
  19.62 



16-18
          191.37 
0.00 
-     16.50 
     174.87 
  24.98 



Note: This does not include the holiday allowance this is basic NFN Outside London Rate.


BIRTHDAYS and CHRISTMAS ALLOWANCES from 1.10.04




Based on NFN Outside Londin Rate excluding Holiday.















AGE
AMOUNT







0-4
108.49







5-10
123.58







11-15
153.84







16-18
191.37
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Placements Breakdown 2003/04 – most recent data available

Month
Number
Gender

February 2003
Two
Female



March 
Two
Male

Female

April



May
Four
3 Male 

1 Female 

June 
Four
2 Male

2 Female

July
One
Female

August
One
Female

September
Three
Male 



October
Two
Male



November
Two
Female

December
Five
2 Male

3 Female 



January 2004
Five
3 Male

2 Female

February



March 
One
Female

Analysis shows that some placements end when children reach adolescence and display increasingly challenging behaviour. 

As a generalisation, when children who have disrupted their placement have moved to a new carer, they have progressed.

The majority of breakdowns occur within the age range 10 – 16 yrs with an almost equal balance of gender.

Recruiting and retaining sufficient carers continues to be a major challenge nationally and in Oxfordshire. This leads to a lack of placement choice and hampers the ability to make positive matches. 
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List of Witnesses to the Review

The following list includes witnesses who were interviewed by the Lead Member Review Group and members/officers who attended informal witness sessions or provided written answers to questions with the Scrutiny Review Officer. 

Tues 8th February 2005
Fran Fonseca
Service Manager

8th February 2005
Sarah Clayson
Service Manager

8th February 2005
Noreen Collins
Service Manager

Mon 28th February
Harry and Jenny Capon
Foster Carers

28th February
Helen Oliver
Recruitment Manager 

Thurs 3rd March
Sue Swaddling
Foster Carer

3rd March
Doreen Sillman
Chair of Fostering & Adoption Association

Wed 16th March
Kevin Hancock
Source Worker 

16th March
John Richards
Head of Service 

Mon 4th April
Visit to Kent
Teresa Vickers, Oliver Mills, Liz Totman

Tues 26th April
Visit to Warwickshire
Brenda Vincent, Phil Sawbrige, Keith Edwards, Andrew Jones, Norma Wilson, Sylvia Vickers

Wed 27th April
Simon Brown
Placement Operations Supervisor

Mon 16th May
Cindy Fletcher
Youth Offending Team 
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Institute of Public Care – Oxfordshire Placements Review

Just prior to the Scrutiny Review, the Institute of Public Care (IPC) was commissioned to undertake a short piece of research evaluating existing local resources and performance in relation to looked after children, and suggesting potential service developments to be explored by the Placements service.  This research closely informed the Review. Among its principle findings, the research identified the following points:

· Choice of placement was considered to be a fundamental safeguard for looked after children. Local placements were generally best and produced better outcomes for looked after children.

· Kinship care should be explored and supported because it was popular among all – children, family and friends with young people; there was evidence that it could provide more stable and longer lasting placements. (The Scrutiny Review scoping had referred to this area). 

· Foster care was usually preferable to residential care.  Innovative models could be tried such as “salaried treatment” and “support foster care” based on a Canadian model, where the foster carers worked with the child and his/her family.

The Placements Review provided relevant statistical information to this Review.   Some of this is incorporated into discussion on the “Placement Matters” strategy.

When this research looked at the trends in local need, service provision, budgets, performance and gaps in services data, these showed that:

· Oxfordshire had significantly fewer “children looked after” per 100,000 population (34) than the national and regional comparative authorities.

· Forecasts indicated a slight reduction in overall numbers of looked after children. 

· Oxfordshire had experienced a ‘bulge’ in the number of looked after children aged 10-15 years compared with other authorities.

· In recent years it had had a higher than average number of looked after children whose primary category of need was disability, and a higher than average number of children with a Statement of SEN. 

Between 2002-04 there had been a decreasing proportion of children looked after in foster or adoptive placements; Relatively stable numbers of children fostered during this time were likely to have been mostly the result of improved use of kinship care locally.

Investment had been made by the Social & Health Care Directorate to support in-house foster placements over recent years, including payments in line with National Fostering Association recommended rates, the establishment of the Attach Team, outreach support, mentoring schemes, advocacy, offending diversion schemes, leisure schemes and educational support. In-house foster care was considered to be of “good” quality in 2003. Some of these issues are explored further in the Review, as they arose from witness evidence.

Ongoing recruitment campaigns had achieved limited success.  This became a topic that the RG was particularly keen to investigate.

Historically, Oxfordshire had been a low user of independent fostering agency (IFA) and residential placements. (This was another feature that the RG was keen to investigate in order that as many as possible carers and CLA were in County and with families).
Placement stability for most looked after children in Oxfordshire had been and continued to be relatively good.
Educational performance of looked after children at GCSE level and at Key Stages 1 and 2 had been relatively poor in Oxfordshire. The percentage of care leavers in employment, education or training had, however been improving.

The research also showed that there were important issues surrounding budgets, costs and quality of placements.  The county’s unit costs for foster and residential placements had been below average to April 2003, but the unit costs of residential placements had risen sharply in 2003/04 to push Oxfordshire into a high spender category for such placements in its comparator group.  The ‘agency’ budget for placements overspend had been swollen more by residential, rather than by IFA placements.
In terms of Placement / Service Gaps and Service Priorities, the research indicated that the most marked gap appeared to be for local placements for adolescents with challenging behaviour or learning disabilities / behaviour issues as a direct alternative to out of county residential care. As the RG’s indicates, this was one of the critical areas around which the evidence that was taken focussed. 

In particular, the research identified some successful strategies that had been used by other local authorities including promoting and supporting kinship care (Milton Keynes); imaginative approaches to recruitment and retention of in-house carers, eg Barnet used a Public Relations Company to advise about recruitment, and had worked with the private sector to secure added benefits for carers (free restaurant meals and hairdressing). Southampton paid foster carers £20 for introducing a potential foster carer and a further £200 once they have been approved). 
The RG had anticipated that this piece of research would have been developed by the S&HC Directorate into a Strategy for Placement of CLA and this is what the document “Placement Matters” professed to do.  We explored the extent to which the research had been taken forward and how appropriate the new Strategy was in the light of our own Review evidence.

Hence PM focuses on placement options to overcome lack of in house capacity provision and particularly strategies to invest more on in house foster care and away from external residential, agency and other provision.  The RG endorses this, based on evidence of the success of similar in house investment strategies in Kent.
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Stability of Foster Care Placements 
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