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Dear Councillor,

CABINET COMMITTEE CORPORATE PARENTING

A meeting of the Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting will be held Hybrid in the Council
Chamber - Civic Offices, Angel Street, Bridgend, CF31 4WB on Wednesday, 29 October 2025 at
10:00.

AGENDA

1 Apologies for Absence

To receive apologies for absence from Members.

2 Declarations of Interest

To receive declarations of personal and prejudicial interest (if any) from Members/Officers in
accordance with the provisions of the Members’ Code of Conduct adopted by Council from 1

September 2008.
3 Approval of Minutes
5-12
To receive for approval the minutes of 07/05/2025
4 Independent Reviewing Service Annual Report 2024-2025
13-44

By receiving this Agenda Pack electronically you will save the Authority approx. £2.56 in
printing costs



Implementation of an Incentive Payment Scheme Based on Council Tax Liability and an
Inflationary Increase of Allowances and Fees for Foster Carers and Kinship Carers in
Bridgend County Borough Council (BCBC)

45 - 56

Regional Children's Advocacy Service

57 -74

Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) Improvement Check of Childrens and Family Services June
2025

75-108

Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) Fostering Service Inspection June 2025

109 - 128

9 Urgent ltems

To consider any other item(s) of business in respect of which notice has been given in

accordance with Part 4 (paragraph 4) of the Council Procedure Rules and which the person

presiding at the meeting is of the opinion should be reason of special circumstances be
transacted at the meeting as a matter of urgency.

Note: This will be a Hybrid meeting and Members and Officers will be attending in the Council
Chamber, Civic Offices, Angel Street Bridgend / Remotely via Microsoft Teams. The meeting

will be recorded for subsequent transmission via the Council’s internet site which will be

available as soon as practicable after the meeting. If you would like to view this meeting live,
please contact cabinet committee@bridgend.gov.uk or tel. 01656 643148 / 643694 / 643513 /

643159.

Yours faithfully
K Watson
Chief Officer, Legal and Regulatory Services, HR and Corporate Policy

Councillors:

F D Bletsoe

E L P Caparros
P Davies

M J Evans

N Farr

J Gebbie

GC Haines

D M Hughes

M Jones

J E Pratt

JC Spanswick
T Thomas

A Wathan

AJ Williams
HM Williams

E D Winstanley
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CABINET COMMITTEE CORPORATE PARENTING - WEDNESDAY, 7 MAY 2025

MINUTES OF A MEETING OF THE CABINET COMMITTEE CORPORATE PARENTING HELD HYBRID IN THE COUNCIL CHAMBER - CIVIC

OFFICES, ANGEL STREET, BRIDGEND, CF31 4WB ON WEDNESDAY, 7 MAY 2025 AT 10:00

E L P Caparros

F D Bletsoe
A Ulberini-Williams

Apologies for Absence

Clir J Spanswick

Officers:

Claire Marchant
Claire O’Keefe
Steve Berry
David Wright
Daniel Bolton
Amy McArdle
Nichola Rogers
Jodi Farley-Morris

Christa Bonham-Griffiths

Megan Apsee
Michael Pitman
Oscar Roberts

Present
Councillor J Gebbie — Chairperson

M J Evans M Jones

Present Virtually

D M Hughes J E Pratt

Corporate Director - Social Services and Wellbeing

Head of Safeguarding — Cwm Taf Morgannwg

Corporate Parenting & Participation Officer

Deputy Head of Children and Family Services

Group Manager - Provider Services

Regional Development Manager — Cwm Taf Morgannwg — Foster Wales

Regional Adoption Services Manager - Western Bay Regional Adoption Service

Recruitment and Assessment Manager for Western Bay - Western Bay Regional
Adoption Service

Strategic Manager — Youth Justice Service

Education Engagement Team Manager

Technical Support Officer — Democratic Services

Business Administrative Apprentice — Democratic Services

This document is available in Welsh / Mae’r ddogfen hon ar gael yn Gymraeg
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Declarations of Interest
None.

Approval of Minutes

Decision Made

RESOLVED: That the Committee approved the minutes of the 10/01/2025 as a true and accurate record.

Date Decision Made

7 May 2025

Overview Of Health Services Provided To Care Experienced Children

And Young People Report

Decision Made

The purpose of this report, presented by the Cwm Taf Morgannwg Head Of Safeguarding, was to provide
an outline of health services that Cwm Taf Morgannwg University Health Board (CTMUHB) provides to
care experienced children as well as outlining achievement of objectives within the Corporate Parenting
Charter — A Promise for Wales.

Councillors posed questions on:

Waiting lists for neurodiverse children

CAMHS waiting lists

The trajectory of demand for CTM’s services and resources deployed to meet those demands
Failure to meet objectives within the Corporate Parenting Charter — A Promise for Wales
Whether timeframes within legislation are being met

These questions were addressed by the Cwm Taf Morgannwg Head Of Safeguarding, the Chairperson,
the Corporate Director — Social Services and Wellbeing and the Deputy Head of Children and Family
Services. The Cwm Taf Morgannwg Head Of Safeguarding agreed to pass on information on reductions in
waiting lists for neurodiverse children and any current service backlogs to the Cabinet Committee. The
Corporate Parenting and Participation Officer also agreed to share CAMHS information to the Committee.

RESOLVED: The Cabinet Committee noted the report and Cwm Taf Morgannwg University Health Board’s
contribution to supporting care experienced babies, children and young people.

This document is available in Welsh / Mae’r ddogfen hon ar gael yn Gymraeg
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The Committee thanked care workers within Bridgend County Borough for their work and their delivering to
this report’s objectives.

Date Decision Made

G abed

7 May 2025

69. Foster Wales Bridgend Update

Decision Made

The purpose of this report, presented by the Group Manager - Provider Services and the Regional
Development Manager — Cwm Taf Morgannwg — Foster Wales, was to provide Cabinet Committee -
Corporate Parenting with an update on Foster Wales Bridgend Service Developments.

Councillors posed questions on:
e The increase in numbers of children with complex needs requiring fostering
o The reasons behind low conversion rates from initial visits to assessments
¢ Improvement points from recent inspections

These questions were answered by the Group Manager - Provider Services, the Regional Development
Manager — Cwm Taf Morgannwg — Foster Wales and the Corporate Director — Social Services and
Wellbeing.

RESOLVED: The Cabinet Committee noted the contents of the report.
The Cabinet Committee thanked everyone involved with producing the report and the Council’s foster

carers. The Chairperson also requested that example profiles and pages from the new Big Welcome app
be sent round to the Cabinet Committee.

Date Decision Made

7 May 2025

70. Monitoring The Performance and Progress Of The Western Bay

Regional Adoption Service

Decision Made

The purpose of this report, presented by the Regional Adoption Services Manager - Western Bay Regional
Adoption Service, was to provide information to the Cabinet Committee about the performance and

This document is available in Welsh / Mae’r ddogfen hon ar gael yn Gymraeg




g abed

71.
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progress of the Western Bay Regional Adoption Service, including end of year performance information.
The presentation included a video on sibling and family contact.

Councillors posed questions on:
e The timescale on prospective adoptive parents becoming certified
e The number of approved adopters coming through, and the conversion rate of approval
¢ Membership of the attached Youth Club

These questions were answered by the Regional Adoption Services Manager - Western Bay Regional
Adoption Service, the Chairperson and the Recruitment and Assessment Manager for Western Bay -
Western Bay Regional Adoption Service

RESOLVED: The Cabinet Committee considered and noted the performance and progress of the Regional
Adoption Service.

The Cabinet Committee also thanked all who were involved with creating the report, as well as the network
of adopters and adoptive parents.

The Cabinet Committee also requested specific dates for reviews undertaken within the service.

Clir N Farr and CliIr J E Pratt left the meeting following this item.

Date Decision Made

7 May 2025

Focus On Engagement - Voice Of The Child

Decision Made

The purpose of this report, presented by the Corporate Parenting & Participation Officer, was to provide
the Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting with an overview of the Care Experienced Youth Forum
activity for the year April 2024 to March 2025.

Councillors posed questions on:

The reasons behind the choice of the Forum’s home at Evergreen Hall
Plans for expanding attendance to the Forum

Limits on attendance for individual sessions

What elected members can do to assist with the Youth Forum’s goals

This document is available in Welsh / Mae’r ddogfen hon ar gael yn Gymraeg
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e Local schemes to provide equipment to care experienced young people
e The trajectory of numbers of care experienced children within Bridgend County Borough

These questions were answered by the Corporate Parenting & Participation Officer and the Deputy Head
of Children and Family Services.

RESOLVED: The Cabinet Committee noted the report and gave recognition to the work that the Bridgend
Youth Voice Forum does.

Date Decision Made

7 May 2025

Youth Justice Service Update On Care Experienced Children

Decision Made

The purpose of this report, presented by the Strategic Manager — Youth Justice Service, was to update
Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting on the Bridgend Youth Justice Service (BYJS) provision available
for care experienced children who enter the criminal justice system.

Councillors posed questions on:

o Delays that care experienced children experience when accessing CAMHS or substance misuse
services

e Have the children within the report been previously known to Youth Justice, and whether any are
noted as prolific offenders

These questions were answered by the Strategic Manager — Youth Justice Service.
RESOLVED: The Cabinet Committee:

e Considered the contents of the report

e Provided feedback

The Cabinet Committee thanked the Youth Justice team for their work on this report.

CliIr F Bletsoe left the meeting following this item.

Date Decision Made

7 May 2025

This document is available in Welsh / Mae’r ddogfen hon ar gael yn Gymraeg
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Education Engagement Team Support For Care-Experienced Children

Decision Made

g abey

The purpose of this report, presented by the Education Engagement Team Manager, was to update
Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting on the support provided by the Education Engagement Team
(EET) for care experienced children.

Councillors posed questions on:
o How many care experienced children are not attending school, or are on reduced timetables
¢ The attainment levels of care experienced children compared to the standard population
o Bespoke support to older young people
e The reason behind levels of achievement from care experienced children

These questions were answered by the Education Engagement Team Manager. It was agreed to bring an
updated report to the Cabinet Committee to provide updates on these goals in a year’s time.

RESOLVED: the Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting considered the contents of the report and
provided feedback and recommendations.

The Cabinet Committee thanked the Education Engagement team for their work on the report.

Date Decision Made

7 May 2025

74. Urgent Items

Decision Made

None.

Date Decision Made

7 May 2025

To observe further debate that took place on the above items, please click this_link

The meeting closed at 12:30.

This document is available in Welsh / Mae’r ddogfen hon ar gael yn Gymraeg



https://youtu.be/aKCXZNkjlrU

6 obed

CABINET COMMITTEE CORPORATE PARENTING - WEDNESDAY, 7 MAY 2025

This document is available in Welsh / Mae’r ddogfen hon ar gael yn Gymraeg



This page is intentionally left blank



Agenda Item 4

Meeting of:

CABINET COMMITTEE CORPORATE PARENTING

Date of Meeting:

29 OCTOBER 2025

Report Title: INDEPENDENT REVIEWING SERVICE ANNUAL REPORT
2024-2025
Report Owner: CORPORATE DIRECTOR, SOCIAL SERVICES &

Responsible Chief
Officer / Cabinet
Member

WELLBEING

DEPUTY LEADER, Clir JANE GEBBIE

Responsible Officer:

RAEANNA GRAINGER
GROUP MANAGER, MASH, IAA & SAFEGUARDING

Framework
Procedure

Policy
and
Rules:

There are no effects on the policy framework or procedure
rules arising from this report.

Executive
Summary:

The report details the work undertaken by the Independent
Reviewing Service between April 2024-March 2025.

The reports sets out the legislative framework that governs
the work undertaken by the Independent Reviewing Service.
Primarily the Independent Reviewing Officer’s (IRO’s)role is
to ensure the child’s care plan is appropriate and meeting
their developing needs, that they challenge any issues of
delay in achieving the objectives of the care plan and/or any
issues of delay. The role has a strong emphasis on quality
assurance and challenging the Authority when they are not
satisfied in areas of decision making.

The IRO’s in Bridgend also undertake the chairing of Child
Protection Conferences, their role is to ensure professionals
make decisions based on evidence and safeguarding
procedures. Most importantly the IRO Service must ensure
the child’s voice is central to decision making and that they
are informed of their rights and their circumstances.

There is a strong focus on qualitative data in the Annual
Report and compliance rates but also strengthened
processes and how the service has met the annual plan
objectives.

The updated Annual Plan can be read at the end of the report
and this highlights the aims for the next reporting period.

1.
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1.1

2.1

3.1

3.2

3.3

The purpose of this report is to provide the Corporate Parenting Committee with the
Independent Reviewing Service Annual Report (Appendix 1) and Action Plan
(Appendix 2).

Background

The appointment of Independent Reviewing Officers (IRO’s) by Local Authorities is a
legal requirement and their core functions are governed by legislation and guidance
as follows:

e The Adoption and Children Act 2002.
e The Independent Reviewing Officers Guidance (Wales) 2004.

The Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) service has an authoritative role, in
assuring the quality of care planning is achieved. The Independent Reviewing
Officers Guidance (Wales) 2004 states that the Independent Reviewing Service
report must identify good practice but must also identify issues for further
development, including those where urgent action is required. The guidance urges
the Authority to make effective use of the reports from its IRO service so that it can
be satisfied that its services can achieve best outcomes for the children and young
people concerned.

Current situation / proposal

The Independent Reviewing Service report, , covers the work of the IRO service from
April 2024 to March 2025. The report contains performance information in respect of
the statutory reviewing of children who are Care Experienced, including children with
plans for Adoption and Young People with Leaving Care LAC/Pathway Plans (under
18) by Bridgend County Borough Council. It also includes information on children
subject of a child protection plan and reviews of these plans at Child Protection Case
Conferences.

The report also includes information that relates to regulatory requirements in respect
of resolution of case disputes, IRO caseloads, participation and consultation of young
people in their Reviews, challenges and achievements in the reporting period, and
service priorities for 2024-2025.

As described in the report the IRO’s chaired/reviewed 169 Initial Child Protection
Confernces, this is a reduction from the previous year (376) this reduction is linked to
strengthen processes, greater management oversight and a more protortionate way
of working with a strong focus on early intervention. 484 Review Child Protection
Confernces were held comparented to the previous year of 749. Compliance in both
areas remains very high for Initial Conferences (94%) and the 6% of non compliance
only related to 9 cases over the year.  Compliance for Review Conferences is
99.6% which is an improvement from the previous year (98%) Compliance for Care
Experienced Reviews remains high at 98.9% which is an improvement from the
previous year (96%) The report details the reasons behind the significant reduction
in numbers.

Page 12



3.4

3.5

3.6

3.7

4.1

5.1

5.2

The reports highlight the significant impact the implementation of Signs of Safety has
had on the team and the directorate as a whole.

Following each meeting the IRO completes a quality assurance audit. The audit
forms are available to the Social Worker and the Team Manager to notify them of
outstanding work/actions. The audit supports the IRO in the tracking of the case and
supports the identification of good practice and areas for improvement. The audit
also supports the Team Manager when carrying out supervision with the Social
Worker.

The IRO service continues to work with the safeguarding teams, education, the
Health Visiting services, School Nurses and Midwifery Services to improve practice
around child protection conferences. The next stage is to work at improving the
quality of Looked After Children reviews on a multi-agency basis. The IRO Service
Manager in this period has facilitated training on the Wales Safeguarding Procedures
and partner agencies are included in the roll out of Signs of Safety practice model
and the training for this.

Continuous service improvement is always sought after and as such the IRO Service
aims to continue to have a greater impact in terms of improving the quality of the lives
of care experienced children and young people. The IRO Service Action Plan is
incorporated towards the end of the report and reflects the areas of focus for
improvement over the 12 months following the timescale of the reporting period for
the service which will be under constant review.

Equality implications (including Socio-economic Duty and Welsh Language)

The protected characteristics identified within the Equality Act, Socio-economic Duty
and the impact on the use of the Welsh Language have been considered in the
preparation of this report. As a public body in Wales the Council must consider the
impact of strategic decisions, such as the development or the review of policies,
strategies, services and functions. This is an information report, therefore it is not
necessary to carry out an Equality Impact assessment in the production of this report.
It is considered that there will be no significant or unacceptable equality impacts as a
result of this report.

Well-being of Future Generations implications and connection to Corporate
Well-being Objectives

The implementation of the duties and responsibilities under the Social Services and
Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA), in turn, supports the promotion of two of the
seven goals of the Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 within the
County Borough of Bridgend. By promoting an environment that maximises people’s
physical and mental well-being and by supporting children, young people, adults and
their carers and families to fulfil their potential no matter what their circumstances,
the well-being goals of a healthier and more equal Bridgend and Wales are
supported.

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides the basis for driving
a different kind of public service in Wales, with five ways of working to guide how the
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6.1

71

8.1

9.1

Authority should work to deliver well-being outcomes for people. The following is a
summary to show how the five ways of working to achieve the well-being goals have
been considered in this report:

e Long Term — The IRO Service has a legal requirement to assure the quality of
care planning is achieved for children and young people enabling them to reach
their full potential in life.

e Prevention —the IRO service works closely with safeguarding practitioners and
Early Help services in developing a comprehensive outcome focused plan for the
child or young person, to maximise their opportunities and identify focused
support at the earliest stage.

¢ Integration —the implementation of the SSWBA requires local authorities to work
with partners, to ensure care, support and protection of all and more specifically
its most vulnerable. The report evidences consultation between professionals
and partner agencies with a specific focus to the safe care planning and
protection for children and young people within the County Borough of Bridgend.

e Collaboration — This is currently managed in order to provide the best possible
intervention for children and young people across Bridgend.

¢ Involvement — the key stakeholders are the care experienced children and young
people of Bridgend. The IRO service’s engagement with these individuals is
essential to ensure their voices are heard and included in their meetings. The
IRO service speak to children and young people and utilise consultation
documents, quality monitoring forms, complaints process and advocacy services
to support this. The provision of accessible information and advice helps to
ensure that the voice of children and young people is heard and responded to.

6. Climate Change Implications

There are no specific climate change implications arising directly from this report.
Safeguarding and Corporate Parent Implications

This report sets out the work undertaken by the IRO Service in respect of
safeguarding and promoting the well-being of children, young people and families.
The report sets out the role of the IRO Service in ensuring there are effective practices
are in place throughout the Council and its commissioned services.

Financial Implications

There are no specific financial implications arising directly out of this report.

Recommendation

It is recommended that the Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting notes the Annual
Report and Action Plan.

Page 14
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Appendix 2.

Service Priorities — Action Plan

B Completed

A problem needs serious attention and

action now

Issues

are being managed

and if

addressed should not affect delivery

On track, in progress, any minor risks/

issues being managed

NYS | Not Yet Started

increase contact
between IRO
and child/YP.

support to ensure they
understand their role in
the conferences.

Support  teams and
partner agencies in their

This will feed into the
Meaningful
Measures forums.

were conducted and baseline
data gathered.

Mock conferences took place
and de-brief sessions.

IRO Service
Owner Due | Recommendati | Action Evidence Update Last RAG
date |on RAG
IRO Sept | Signs of Safety. | Each IRO will ensure they | This is monitored in [ The conference animation
1 | Service 2025 give the child/YP the | Supervision went live in October 2024.
Manager To fully | opportunity to meet with | between the Service
and each implement the | them to discuss their CER | Manager and each | IRO consistently make the
IRO. Signs of Safety | or CP Conference. IRO. offer to meet with children, but
model of | .. further dip sample work is
practice into Slgn . off  conference QA to be undertaken | required.
child protection animation. by the QA Officer
conferences and | Work  with business | and via the surveys. | Parental and agency surveys
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understanding of the

model in conferences.

To developing reflective
sessions and provide a
shared learning space for
the IRO Team
IRO Sept | Quality IRO Service Manager |Dip sampling and | Monthly interface meetings
Service 2025 | Assurance. attends the Meaningful | data analysis will | are taking place between the
Manager Measures forum to | inform the success | Service Manager and
and each To . collate support the | of QA learning. Business Support Managers.
IRO. themgtlc implementation of quality
_pract_lge trends assurance work. Group Manager | Group Manager and Service
identified frqm quarterly Manager attend the
the qfuallty performance reports | Meaningful Measures forum.
Zizugip\f:ysérms Service Manager to | Will consider .
continue to meet with | performance The Quality Assurance forms
Business  Support to | improvement. are being used currently to

To implement
recommendatio
ns from audit
activity

Improve
compliance for
Initial and
Review Child
Protection
Conference

(IPCP & RCPC)

improve compliance.

IRO Service Manager to
work with the Quality
Assurance  Officer to
support the dissemination
of learning.

identify out of date Care Plans
as a theme and this is being
addressed by the IROs with
the Social Workers and their
Team Managers.

Audit work has continued in
this period and has evidenced
good practice in terms of
direct work with children and
timeliness of decision making.

Compliance remains strong.




Improve

has been given
to support the
child/young
person’s voice.

Ensure the
child’s voice is
present  when

undertaking the
IRO Monitoring
form.

To develop the
consultation/sur
vey process for
children and

ensure this stays on
the agenda.

compliance for
T CER
Q
Q
D
~ Service Sept | Child’s Voice. Dip sample audit work to | Quarterly audit | The IRO Service sits on the
Manager 2025 T i ‘ be undertaken by the IRO | activity and | Meaningful Measures forum
and all 0 Cotf‘ INUE€ 101 service Manager. performance reports | and works closely with the
IROs. promoting will inform success | Quality Assurance Officer.
advocacy rates.
Séeerr\\’/'i%? the Iifﬂ The child surveys will Surveys were undertaken with
it inform the rates of|IRO monitoring | families to gather baseline
S?os\lljitr:iees aln children feeling they have | forms will identify | data of their experience of
Active Offer’ of ggggigiar;da;r:; central to | trends and themes. | conferences.
aﬁ)llgcacy Thto o ' IRO Service | These surveys will be
be ren._" ke This will form part of the | manager will raise in | undertaken again in the next
h S Wi fma Ie Quality Assurance Officer | gypervision and IRO | period to compare the impact
r(]ese re erras{ role and wider audit| Team Meetings to | of Signs of Safety
where — consent | framework. Conferences on families.

Further work is required in this

area to increase children’s
participation at their CP
Conferences.
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young people to

ensure that
there are a
range of

methods offered
to every child to
meaningfully
participate in
their meetings

IRO

Service
Manager

and
IRO.

each

Sept
2025

To work
alongside
safeguarding
colleagues to
achieve
permanency for
all children and
reduce the
numbers of Care
Experienced
Children within a
safe and
appropriate
plan.

IROs to check at the 2™
CER the plan for the child
is clear. If the plan isn’t
clear, the IRO will track
the case and inform the
appropriate Safeguarding
Team Manager.

IROs to ensure
consider all
options for Care
Experienced Children
such as SGOs and/or a
return to their family.

they
appropriate

IRO Service
Manager to attend
the CER reduction
Strategy Meeting
held on a bi-monthly
basis.

IRO Service
Manager will identify
any children who
may be suitable for
alternative  Orders
and will discuss this
with the allocated
IRO.

This process is currently
working well. IRO Service
Manager has identified
several cases where

alternative care options could
be considered resulting in the
child no longer being Care
Experienced.

Over this period the rates of
Care Experienced children
have decreased as has the
number of children subject to
the CPR.

Cases where there isn’'t a
permanency plan at the
second review is due to care
proceedings not being
finalised.
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IRO Sept | To work [ IROs will ensure they |IRO Service | IRO Service Manager
Service 2025 | alongside complete the IRO Quality [ Manager will attend | continues to raise cases of
Manager Safeguarding Assurance document [ all IRO protocol | concern with the individual
and each Teams and the | following every CER. This | Meetings to support | Social Workers, their Team
IRO. training will automatically be sent | the IROs and | Managers and Group
department to | to the Safeguarding Team | facilitate resolution. | Manager where appropriate.
improve practice | Manager for their scrutiny.
around Care : . IRO Service Manager
Experienced Should _the IRO. identify continues to present training
Children and cqncelrnlng.pra.ctme, they alongside the training
their meetings. will raise this with the IRO department and is facilitating
Service Mgnager and the introductory sessions to new
Safeguarding . Team starters and newly qualified
Manager. They will track staff
the progress to a '
resolution and initiate the .
The IRO Service regularly
IRO  Protocol  where send compliments and good
hecessary. practice examples to the
IRO Service Manager will Complaints and Compliments
facilitate training Officer and present these at
alongside the Training the Continuous Improvement
Department to support Group.
and improve practice.
IRO Service Manager will
facilitate induction
sessions to new starters
and newly qualified Social
Workers to support their
professional
development.
IRO Sept | To ensure | At every CER the IRO will | The rates of IRO | As the workforce in the Hubs
Service 2025 | appropriate care | check the child has a Care | Quality Assurance | and the Care Experienced
Manager plans are | Plan that is up to date and | forms being | Team has stabilised over this
and each progressing in a [ meets the child’s needs. | completed is | period, we have seen
IRO. timely manner to | The IRO will recommend | increasing and this | improvements in the numbers

prevent and

at each CER that the Care

of Care Plans  being
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avoid drift in
children’s cases.

Plan is updated to reflect
the changes agreed at the
current CER.

The IRO will track each
child and ensure their

will continue moving
forward.

IROs are holding

mid-point meetings
for each child who is
Looked After,

completed and updated within
timescales.

IRO Service Manager attends
Complex case Panel and uses
this forum to ensure the case
records are up to date and of

Care Plan has been | however, there are | good quality. Any deficits are
updated. The IRO will | times the child’s SW | escalated and tracked
hold mid-point meetings | does not respond. In | appropriately.
to prevent drift and act | these cases, the IRO
where drift is identified. will raise this with
their Service
Each IRO will complete | Manager and the
the IRO Quality | safeguarding Team
Assurance form following | Manager.
each CER as this informs
the SW and their Team
Manager of any out-of-
date Care Plans.
IRO Sept | To continue to | IROs to ensure they offer | This is monitored in | The implementation of the
Service 2025 | focus on | to consult with each CER | Supervision Signs of Safety practice model
Manager increasing child as appropriate for | between the Service | and the roll out of Signs of
and each consultation and | their age and level of | Manager and each | Safety  conferences  will
IRO. participation of | understanding and to use | IRO. require the IRO to meet with
children and | a means of the child before each
young people at | communication that the conference.

CERs.

child opts for. This
includes face to face
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Appendix 1

Independent Reviewing Service
Annual Report for the period

April 2024 to March 2025
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Introduction

The Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) service has an authoritative role, in assuring the quality-of-
care planning is achieved. The Independent Reviewing Officers Guidance (Wales) (2004) states this
report must identify good practice but must also identify issues for further development, including
those where urgent action is required. The guidance urges the Local Authority to make effective use of
the reports from its IRO service so that it can be satisfied that its services can achieve best outcomes
for the children and young people concerned.

This Independent Reviewing Service report focuses upon the work of the IRO Service from April 2024 to
March 2025. As part of the service’s quality assurance role, the report contains performance
information in respect of the statutory reviewing of children who are Care Experienced, including
children with plans for Adoption and Young People with Leaving Care Pathway Plans (under 18) by
Bridgend County Borough Council. It also includes information on children subject of Child Protection
plans and reviews of these plans at Child Protection Case Conferences.

The report also includes information that relates to regulatory requirements in respect of resolution of
case disputes; IRO caseloads; participation and consultation of young people in their Reviews,
challenges and achievements in the reporting period and service priorities for 2025-2026.

Legal Context

The appointment of the IRO Service by local authorities is a legal requirement and their core functions
are governed by the legal regulatory framework outlined below:

e The Children Act 1989

e The Human Rights Act 1998

e The Adoption and Children Act 2002 (detailed the requirement on local authorities in respect of
the appointment of IROs)

e The Independent Reviewing Officers Guidance (Wales) 2004

e Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014

e Care Planning, Placement and Case Review (Wales) Regulations 2015

e Wales Safeguarding Procedures.

Glossary
Independent Reviewing Officer IRO
Care Experienced Review CER
Care Experienced Child CEC
Initial Child Protection Case ICPC
Conference
Review Child Protection Case RCPC
Conference
Child Protection Register CPR
Advocacy Active Offer AO
Advocacy Issue Based IB
Social services and Well-Being Act | SSWB Act
2014
Personal Education Plan PEP
Multiagency Safeguarding Hub MASH
Signs of Safety SofS
Cwm Taf Morgannwg CT™M
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Core IRO Functions

The Independent Reviewing Service has an important quality assurance function and works towards
ensuring all children within the care of Bridgend County Borough Council have a robust effective care
plan. This plan is aimed towards improving outcomes for children and young people in providing a
stable and secure childhood where their health, education and emotional wellbeing is promoted
through effective care planning. It is the function of the Independent Reviewing Service to ensure the
care plan is appropriate and progresses safeguarding for children and young people whilst ensuring all
their identified needs are being met.

IROs are required to independently review the care plans of all CEC and those children with a Child
Protection Plan and whose names are on the CPR. The Local Authority has a duty to review the care
plan for all CEC. These meetings are multiagency and include relevant agencies such as health and
education and will usually include the child/young person, their Social Worker, carers, and family
members.

Time scales for Reviews are set out in the Children Act (1989) and Part 6 of the SSWB Act, with the first
review taking place within 20 working days of placement. The next review is held within three months
following the initial review and then subsequent reviews are held within six months from the second
review. Subsequent reviews are held every six months unless there has been an unplanned change of
placement where a CER must be held within 20 working days.

The IRO Service has a statutory responsibility under the SSWB Act, Wales Safeguarding Procedures and
the IRO Standards. Within Bridgend County Borough Council, the IRO Service has the following roles
and responsibilities:

e To review and oversee the effectiveness and the appropriateness of the care plans for those
children and young people for whom the local authority has responsibility and who are subject
of a child protection plan and those children and young people within its care.

e The IRO Service are responsible for ensuring all CERs, ICPC and RCPC take place within
compliance as outlined in the regulations. To provide a report following each meeting to include
recommendations as to any changes to the child/young person’s care plan.

e To monitor the progress of the care plan by tracking cases between reviews, to hold a Mid-Point
Review with the child " s Social Worker to ensure progression of the agreed recommendations.

e To ensure the child/young person’s rights are protected and enhanced.

e To ensure the voice of the child is heard throughout the care planning process and to monitor
the child’s wishes and feelings and ensure they are recorded.

e To provide support, advice and mentoring to social work staff in relation to effective care
planning.

e To raise IRO concerns through the agreed resolution protocol and to escalate unresolved
concerns regarding care planning to the appropriate level of the local authority management
structure. To consider the need to seek independent legal advice and possible referral of a case
to CAFCASS.

e The Quality Assurance function of the IRO Service aims to highlight concerns around specific
cases and any trends relating to care planning practice. It also has a duty to highlight good
practice within the service. The IRO Service will be linked to service wide Quality Assurance
strategy.

e To ensure all CEC and young people are subject of health plans to promote health and
development. The IROs have the responsibility to ensure the health plans are monitored and
meeting the children’s needs.
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e All CEC and young people are subject to PEP. The social worker and school are responsible for
ensuring thisis in place, but the child’s IRO will ensure this and make any recommendation and
timescale in the CER should a PEP not be in place.

Composition of the IRO Service

The current IRO cohort have a wealth of experience, and all have been qualified social workers for a
substantial period. Currently the team is comprised of:

One full-time Manager (Permanent)

Seven full-time IROs (permanent)

One permanent member of staff who works three-and- a half days per week
One permanent member of staff who works 2.5 days per week.

One permanent member working 2 days a week.

One agency staff member full time hours.

During the period under review, the team has experienced periods of long-term sick leave, and three
full time people remain on sick leave. Due to one member of staff leaving to start a new postin June
2025 the team are currently recruiting for one full time staff member interviewing 29" August 2025.
There is also 3 months agreed agency post commencing 15th September 2025 to support the service
to complete its statutory functions during the period in which Team members will be on phased return
to work.

The service is actively recruiting to replace agency staff and interviews are planned for August 2025.

Caseloads

The average full time IRO caseload is currently between 55 - 65 cases and part time equivalent which
isthe same as the period 2024 - 2025. Previous Annualreports have highlighted the caseload pressures
and high caseloads in Bridgend comparatively to other local authorities in 2020 - 2023 and the
comparative data. Bridgend Childrens Services Locality Teams caseloads have slowly decreased
since this time meaning referrals to our service for an allocated IRO have also reduced. Thisis duetoa
service wide focus on strategies to reduce and look for alternative family-based safety plans for
children and early intervention diverting families away from statutory services.

As a team we have successfully managed to meet our statutory duties in terms of compliance in both
the Care Experienced and the Child Protection arena.

An over-arching principle of the service has been to maintain the same IRO wherever possible so that
children and young people have an element of continuity in their lives. Often the IRO is the only person
who has remained consistent for the children who are often faced with changes of social workers, team
structures and placements. This strategy also ensures that valuable information held by IROs,
particularly knowledge of the child’s history and family dynamics is not lost. We also seek to reconnect
the allocated IRO with a family should they require our services in the future to maintain continuity.

The IROs continue to complete quality assurance documents following every CER, ICPC and RCPC,
this document requires cross reference against the child’s file and is used to identify any outstanding
pieces of work or documents to which the child’s/young person’s social worker and team manager are
alerted. The IRO Standards require the IRO to undertake far greater levels of tracking in between CERs,
thisalsoincludes aformal mid-pointreview to ensure the recommendations are on-track and to ensure
progress is being made and the child’s care plan continues to reflect their needs.
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The 2023/24 annual report noted the start of a reduction in the number of children subject to the child
protection register, this reduction has continued in this reporting year and currently fluctuates around
80 children.

Signs Of Safety Model

The Signs of Safety model of whole system Social Work practice that the Local Authority has committed
to requires Child Protection Conferences to be held in person, with families, their safety network and
our partner agencies. The belief for our Service is that this model of practice is a way to support family
safety planning and strengthen existing practice. The IRO Service are trained in Signs of Safety and
continue to develop month by month, currently preparing our practice and systems to be in alighment
with the model via MOSAIC database system.

Since October 2024 we (the IRO Service) have been completing all Initial Child Protection conferences
and subsequent review conferences in person using this model.

We have procured and fitted white boards in specific conference rooms in Civic Offices to complete
the conferences using this model.

We have developed a short animation to help children, families and social workers explain the process.

We have developed our invitation process and information for families and professionals and added a
feedback QR code to the invitation letter.

We have offered de brief sessions following each initial conference for all professional parties to learn
and develop alongside out partner agencies.

With our partners in Training and Development we have offered 8 live practice sessions for other
Professionals who may wish to “practice” being at a conference and ask questions about the model.
We will be offering more in the last quarter of 2025.

We have worked closely with our colleagues in Business Support who have been invaluable in helping
to arrange the conferences, record meetings and offer ideas.

We have worked with colleagues in other agencies to develop Signs of Safety style reports and within
Childrens Services Fostering and Edge of Care.

We have developed a padlet that helps the team, colleagues and newer members of the Social Work
teams in their Care Experienced and safeguarding conferences practice.

We will be moving to use Signs of Safety within Care Experienced work, and this will be called Signs of
Stability. Training starts in September 2025 with our colleagues in the CECT and 15+ Team.

Feedback from families and professionals has been sought via QR code and de briefs. This has
generally been positive, and both professionals and family have suggested being in person is a more
meaningful way to be working than online. It is challenging to gain meaningful feedback in writing or
online as families and children can feel reluctant to do so, the IRO Team manager and Quality
assurance link person for the Local Authority will be looking to develop this area in October as take up
has been low.

The IRO team are now committed to meeting in person regularly, to working together via online and in
person sessions to embed the new model of practice and to continue to address areas that need
development. We regularly have speakers to our team meetings to support out continued
understanding of the continued transformation of the service as a whole and research academic
materials. IRO Team Manger has met with Training and development to explore additional team
development and there is a whole team development day in September.
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Continuous improvement strategy

In this period some changes have been implemented to support the local authority’s objectives of
reducing the length of time children’s names remain on the CP register:

e Monthly meetings between the IRO Service Manager and the Group Managers and relevant
personnel focussing on continuous improvement.

e |RO Service Manager attends a panel for children who are currently Looked After under Section
76, children who are subject of PWP ( Placed with Parents regulations) and children with Kinship
carers who could consider Special Guardianship Order; or in High Cost out of County
Placements with a view to sharing information and having oversight of planning and quality
assurance issues.

e Weekly reflection meetings with Service Manager for Safeguarding and core personnel in
connection with targeted themes- this commences with identified group of children removed
from register at first review.

e Signs of Safety meaningful measures meetings with regards to the workstreams for Signs of
Safety implementation and learning.

e |RO Service Manager audits all requests for an ICPC and considers good practice, compliance
and any areas for improvement.

e Where IRO’s identify cases at the second RCPC where limited progress has been made, they
inform the Group Manager of their concerns. The Group Manager then examines the case and
where appropriate arrange a consultation with the Social Worker to consider all options to
progress the plan and prevent drift.

e If a conference chair recommends legal advice should be sought, they will inform the Group
Manager to raise awareness of the cases being escalated.

e |RO Manager Links with Principal Officer for Locality teams with regards to data for Children
whose names have been on the Child Protection register for 12 months with regards to planning
Case Mapping to which the IRO is invited. The Principal Officer also shares the legal tracker for
all Children who are currently subject of Care proceedings and PLO which assists the IRO team
in planning and organising their feedback to the Children's Guardian and ensuring they have sight
of the relevant Care Plan.

e |RO Manager has bi-monthly interface with Group Manager for Care Experienced Children to
discuss core themes. The IRO remains the responsible person for monitoring the Care plan of
the individual child.

e Attendees at Child protection conferences — professionals, family and child are offered online
feedback option which is sent directly to the Team Manager .

e Development of Quality Assurance scheme for the IRO service with Quality Assurance manager
with a view to engagement and feedback from children and families being key to continuous
learning. This will be in place by December 2025.

e Team members have attended training in Appreciative enquiry and active learning cycles are key
to future continued development of the service.
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Child Protection Register Population

Chart 1 additions and deregistration to the CPR April 2024 - 2025

Additions & De-Registrations to the CPR and Total Number of Children on the Child Protection Register at Month End
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We have seen a targeted and steady reduction in the numbers of children subject to child protection
registration. We have historically had disproportionately high numbers of children subject to
registration when making comparisons with other Local Authorities.

There have been strengthened processes and targeted work throughout the directorate to reduce the
numbers subject to the CPR.

Updated forms and training have supported improved screening and decision making in MASH, this has
helped to divert families away from statutory intervention in favour of a more proportionate response.
The more robust screening of referrals ensures that only cases requiring statutory intervention progress
to a Care and Support assessment or strategy meetings.

Better-informed decision making reduces unnecessary Section 47 investigations, ensuring resources
are focused on children at highest risk. This prevents families from being escalated unnecessarily,
avoiding the emotional and practical disruption of child protection processes.

Further improved have been made in MASH in terms of What Matters conversations (further enquires)
What Matters conversations focus on families lived experiences and what is available to them in their
own family and friendship networks and community that can support them to find a solution to the
challenges they are experiencing.

More thorough What Matters conversations had led to a more proportionate responses—stepping in
with early help rather than defaulting to child protection pathways.

In cases where a Care and Support assessment is required, the use of the tools such as mapping and
family network meetings means families and their wider support systems are directly involved in
planning solutions. This increases family's investment in making positive changes, reducing reliance
on statutory interventions.
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We have continued to build on our partnership working as this supports a better coordinated multi-
agency response, providing holistic support, reducing duplication and ensuring children’s needs are
met earlier. This impacts on the number of children subject to the CPR as more effective partners
working reduces drift on cases and this supports cases not deteriorating and requiring a child to be
made subject to child protection processes.

Most significantly, the Signs of Safety framework provides a strengths-based approach which helps
practitioners and partners balance strengths, risks, and worries. The model provides clarity which
results in interventions being targeted and timely, with real clarity of what will make the biggest
difference for child safety and wellbeing. This avoids unnecessary registration while still safeguarding
children effectively.

Across the directorate considerable activity has been undertaken to secure a stable, permanent and
experienced workforce. Greater workforce stability means consistent relationships for children and
families, leading to more trust and sustained progress.

Experienced practitioners bring professional confidence in risk assessment and decision-making and
stronger management oversight ensures quality and consistency in thresholds, planning, and reviews.

These factors combined improvements create a more proportionate, family-focused, and strengths-
based safeguarding system.

Ultimately the implementation of the SofS practice model has helped to reduce CPR figures because
children are safeguarded effectively without over-reliance on registration. However, quality assurance
work and dip sampling continues to sense check our decision making, identification of themes, the
sharing of good practice but also where there is learning from case work.

Our numbers of children subject to the CPR now aligns with our regional Local Authorities and more
widely with Welsh Local Authorities.

Chart 2- Number of ICPCs and Number Held Within Statutory Timescales

No. of Initial Child Protection Conferences Held and Of which the Number and Percentage Completed in Timescale
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Compliance remains high in this area, the reduction seen in February only related to one case. In more
recent months the IRO Service has experienced high levels of IRO sickness, this has had a slightimpact
on compliance. We have successfully recruited a full time IRO who converted from agency. Overall,
our compliance in this area remains strong when compared to other Local Authorities and regionally.
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Chart 3- No. of CP Reviews Held and No. in Compliance

No. of Child Protection Review Conferences Held and Of which the Number and Percentage Completed in Timescale
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Compliance in this area is very strong, the first case out of compliance was due to there being no
suitable interpreter for the family. The second case due to human error in calculating the compliance

date.

Chart 4- CPR Categories

31/03/ 30/0|31/0|30/0({31/0|31/0({30/0|31/1{30/1|32/1|31/0|28/0 31/03/

Category 2024 4/20(5/20(6/20|7/20/8/20|9/20|0/20|1/20|2/20{1/20|2/20 2025
24 | 24 | 24 | 24 | 24 | 24 | 24 | 24 | 24 | 25 | 25

Emotional Abuse 42 44 | 40 | 32 | 19 | 20 |18 | 12 | 12 | 11 | 14 | 10 11
Neglect 30 42 | 41 | 33 | 29 | 29 |16 | 16 | 15 | 26 | 25 | 27 25
Neglect and Physical
Abuse 33 30 | 39 | 28 |38 |37 |3 |33 |33 |13 |13 | M1 12
Neglect, Physical &
Financial Abuse 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Neglect, Physical and
Sexual Abuse 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
Physical abuse 52 49 | 60 | 58 | 62 | 57 | 48 | 45 | 41 | 41 | 30 | 29 26
Sexual Abuse 16 15 | 15 | 12 8 5 5 1 1 1 1 0 0
Physical and Sexual
Abuse 9 9 5 5 5 4 2 2 2 1 1 1 0
Neglect and Sexual Abuse| 7 4 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0
Physical and Sexual
Abuse and Financial
Abuse 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Total 189 | 193 (201|169 | 162 | 153 | 125 | 110|105 | 94 | 85 | 79 75
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Chart 5 - Children on
CPR by registration
category at Month End

Children on CPR by Registration Category at Month End
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As can be seenfromthis chart, there has been a change since the previous reportin that Physical Abuse
is the most common category of registration overall. However, if we consider the data overall and
combine the categories which include Neglect, it remains high throughout the period under review. It
is common that Emotional Abuse is frequently used when the issue of the case is parental domestic
abuse.

Definitions of the Categories of Abuse:

Physical Abuse

Physical abuse means deliberately hurting a child or young person. It includes physical restraint, such
as being tied to a bed, locked in a room, inflicting burns, cutting, slapping, punching, kicking, biting, or
choking, stabbing, or shooting, withholding food or medical attention, drugging, denying sleep,
inflicting pain, shaking, or hitting babies, fabricating or inducing illness (FlII).

Emotional or Psychological Abuse

This describes physical, sexual, psychological, emotional, or financial abuse (and includes abuse
taking place in any setting, whether in a private dwelling, an institution, or any other place).

Sexual Abuse

There are two different types of child sexual abuse. These are called contact abuses and non-contact
abuse. Contact abuse involves touching activities where an abuser makes physical contact with a
child, including penetration. It includes sexual touching of any part of the body whether the child’s
wearing clothes or not, rape or penetration by putting an object or body part inside a child’s mouth,
vagina, or anus, forcing, or encouraging a child to take part in sexual activity, making a child take their
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clothes off, touch someone else’s genitals or masturbate. Non-contact abuse involves non-touching
activities, such as grooming, exploitation, persuading children to perform sexual acts of the internet
and flashing. It includes encouraging a child to watch or hear sexual acts, not taking proper measures
to prevent a child being exposed to sexual activities by others, meeting a child following sexual
grooming with the intent of abusing them, online abuse, including making, viewing or distributing child
abuse images allowing someone else to make, view, or distribute child abuse images, showing
pornography to a child, sexually exploiting a child for money, power, or status (child exploitation).

Financial Abuse

Financial abuse includes theft, fraud, pressure about money, misuse of money.

Neglect

This means failure to meet a child’s basic physical, emotional, social, or psychological needs, which
results in an impairment of the child’s wellbeing (for example, an impairment of the child’s health)

Chart 6 - Re-registrations within 12 months:
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Any case that returns to an ICPC within 12 months of being de-registered will be audited by the IRO
Service Manager to scrutinise the processes that were followed and consider themes and any lessons
that can be learnt. Our numbers of re-registrations compared to our regional partners is significantly
lower. This demonstrates we are removing children from the CPR safely and appropriately with the right
support and strategies in place to prevent an escalation and a further period of registration within a
year. As the overall numbers of children subject to the CPR has significantly reduced, the percentage
will appear greater however when scrutinising the data it only equates to a very small humber of
children.
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Chart 7 - Children subject to the CPR for more than 18 months.

Number of Children on the Child Protection Register at Month End who have been on the Register more than 18
Months
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The IRO Service Manager and the Principal Officer for the Safeguarding Hubs have agreed to meet
monthly to consider the children who have been subject to the CPR for more than 18 months. The
Principal Officer requests the team manager and team seniors to hold case mapping sessions with the
Social Workers to assistin moving the case on and creating change. Of the four children who have been
subject to the CPR for this length of time | can provide the following reassurance.

Two of these children have been de-registered since the reporting period and have become Care
Experienced.

One child has been de-registered and is currently open to the Safeguarding Team via Care and Support.

The 4" child the Local Authority is seeking a Court Order in respect of this child.

Chart 8 - Children whose names were removed from the child protection register at first review
conference (less than 90 days on CP register)

No. of De-Registrations and of those the Number & Percentage De-Registered
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450 100%
409
400 90%
350 80%
70%
300 963 )
250 50% 50% 60%
46% 50%
b
200 40% )
0% 31% 28.52910%
150 247
& 222 25% 1% 25% 30%
100 75 20%
% 43 36 8%
50 26, 2% 17 26 14, s 2045 V) 19 5 s a7 6% 10%
. n U SR o
0 | =5 - . - [ - . - -— - 0%
2023/24 Apr-24 May-24 Jun-24 Jul-24 Aug-24 Sep-24 Oct-24 Nov-24 Dec-24 Jan-25 Feb-25 Mar-25 2024/25
mmmm No. of De-Registrations mmmm No. of De-Regs where child was on CPR less than 90 days % of De-Regs where child was on CPR less than 90 days

Page 35



When a child is de-registered from the CPR at the first review, this could suggest they were made
subject to the register prematurely or de-registered too quickly. We have undertaken audit activity to
explore this and are starting to see a reduction in this area. The yearly figure is 28% however following
targeted work we are starting to see a reduction of de-registrations at first review (Quarter 1 -14%)

Children’s Participation at Child Protection Conferences

Children’s participation at their ICPC and RCPC is hugely important and something we would like to
see an increase in. The Signs of Safety model supports this. We accept it may not be appropriate for
children oryoung people to attend part or all the meetings but there are mechanisms in place to enable
them to attend part of the meeting, the use of advocates has also supported children to attend and
understand their meeting.

It remains a continued challenge for the IRO service to gain children's participation in Child Protection
conference meetings; the chairperson will encourage and discuss this in preparation for every
conference. To support children’s understanding of what to expect at a conference, we have developed
an animation to explain what a child and their family can expect on the day of their conference and this
can be viewed on Youtube:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vH_m76RYLwg

Care Experienced Population

All children who are placed with Foster Carers are allocated a named IRO on the same day the IRO
Service receive the notification from the Childcare Teams. This is a statutory requirement and is
consistently met by the service.

Chart 9 - Number of Child who became looked after and those who ceased to be looked after

Number of Children Becoming Looked After & Ceasing to be Looked After and
Number of Care Experienced Children at Month End
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Chart 11 details the number of children who were in the care of Bridgend County Borough Council over
the period from April 2024 — March 2025. We have continued to decrease our care experienced
population over the last 3 years.

Targeted work has been undertaken to further reduce our numbers of care experienced children and
young people, itis pleasing to see the steady reduction has taken place in this period from 370 to 333.
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There are robust processes in place to ensure is targeted work in place to ensure that children who can
remain with family or return home, do so in a planned and safe way.

The Signs of Safety (SOS) model also supports children being diverted from becoming care
experienced. The model emphasises the importance of families finding their own solutions to problems
within their own network of family members, friends and community services. The model makes
identifying the risks much clearer but also recognises the strengths and what is working well. This
enables families to feel empowered and part of the solution.

The Signs of Safety model complements our reunification framework to set clear plans that work
towards a clear return home for children to their families. Focus on driving this forward through
continued development of the SOS model has been key in progressing child led and co-produced plans
for children.

In CTM the number of care experienced children per 10,000 remains higher than the Wales average.
Wales has considerably higher rates of children who are care experienced per 10,000 of the population
compared to England. On 31°* March 2023, 116 per 10,000 of the population were care experienced
compared to England where 71 per 10,000 of the population were care experienced.

Chart 10 - No. of Care Experience Reviews (CER) and No. Held in Compliance

No. of Care Experienced Review Conferences Held and Of which the Number and Percentage Completed in Timescale
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We have increased our compliance from last year (96%)

Every effort is made to arrange the review within timescales, but this is not always possible due to a
multitude of factors including social worker availability, and the availability of the young person should
they wish to attend. The IRO Manager monitors this figure on a monthly basis, and highlights concerns
to senior managers where necessary.
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Chart 11 & 12 - Care Experienced Children (CEC) by Gender and Age

Total Number of Males Looked After by Age
31/03/2025

2

v

mUnderl =14 =59 =10-15 m=16-18

Total Number of Females Looked After by Age
As at 31/03/2025
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The largest age group continues to be those between the ages of 10-15 years for both male and female
children this has not changed from the last reporting period.
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Advocacy

Chart 13- Number of children receiving Active Offer of Advocacy and those provided with service.
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Since the introduction of the SofS practice model, we have seen areductioninreferrals to the Advocacy
services. The SofS model placed much greater emphasis on putting the child at the centre of
interventions and decision making. As such we envisaged we would see a reduction because Social
Workers are now undertaking a greater level of direct work with children to ascertain their lived
experience and wishes, this has negated the need for independent advocacy in many cases, however
the offer is still made.

In the last reporting period 64 children had received a service, so we can see this year this figure as
slightly reduced to 54.

As part of the IRO consultation with young people, they consistently raise the offer of advocacy and
revisit these conversations throughout their involvement.

We have increased our use of Parental Advocacy in this period.

Parent Advocacy aims to reduce the number of children entering the care system in Wales. The Parent
Advocacy Programme, funded by Welsh Government as part of its Radical Reform of Social Services,
provides choice and control to parents by creating compassionate communities. The goal is to
empower families and keep families together wherever possible. We will do this by taking preventative
and positive action. The Parent Advocacy Programme supports parents to navigate systems and to be
fully involved in the decision-making processes when social services intervention is required. (National
Framework for Parent Advocacy)

Regional Service TGP Cymru received funding from Welsh Government to roll out regional services,
following the same footprint as the established Children’s and Young People’s Statutory Advocacy
regions. This includes Mid and West Wales, North Wales and Cwm Taf Morgannwg. The funding runs
from April 2023 until end of March 2026. The funding made available by Welsh Government was
allocated to regions based on their Child Protection population. Following discussions with local
authorities, we decided to concentrate the service on child protection related meetings. Bridgend has
an allocation of 82 meetings per year and this covers Initial Child Protection Case Conferences, Core
Groups and Review Child Protection Case Conferences. We limited the number of meetings per
parent/couple per year to try and make the service as accessible to as many parents as possible, so
three meetings per year were agreed. Following recent discussions with Bridgend, we have now added
CASP (Care and Support Plan) to the referral criteria as take up of the service has been lower than
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expected, perhaps linked to the decreasing child protection population. We may further review this
with a view to supporting parents of Children Looked After, if it is felt a parent would benefit from
advocacy support.

This service is in the early stages of development but to date 11 parents have been supported in
meetings. Positive feedback has been received from a number of families;

“It was great being shown the Code of Practice app and the Safeguarding Procedures as we could check for
ourselves if things were being done right and we were being treated as we should be. This will help us to
speak up for ourselves in the future”.

“You were able to say exactly how things were for us. We think that you being independent made this

possible. You were able to represent us when we felt overwhelmed”. “We felt we had a voice.

Business Support

The previous IRO Annual report discussed the relatively new business support model. In this period,
it's pleasing to report this model is now embedded and working well. The model does present some
challenges for the IRO Service and has had a slightly detrimental impact on compliance, generally the
model is embedded and working well. The IRO Service Manager has regular interface with the team
leads for business support to resolve any issues at the earliest opportunity.

Team Meetings

The IRO Service continue to have monthly in person team meetings. The meetings provide a shared
learning space for the team and enable learning, themes and practice guidance and directorate
priorities and changes to be disseminated. The Team invites speakers and uses this space and
additional sessions to work on practice and support.

The IRO Service Manager continues to have quarterly meetings Western Bay Adoption Service, Cafcass
Cymru, and other attends forums with regional partners in Cwm Taff Morgannwg. Links have been
made with the IRO Team managers for neighbouring Local Authorities to share development and
learning for Signs of Safety.

The Team have also embedded a programme of Action learning Sets which acts as a peer supportforum
focussing on sharing the wealth of expertise within the team.

Case Dispute Resolution and Complaints

In this period the formal case resolution process has been initiated twice regarding care planning for a
Care Experienced child. Any escalating concerns have been resolved at an informal stage. There have
been complaints managed atteam level and feedback has been received regards complaints made via
the stage two and independent investigation. The service has received compliments also from
colleagues and families.

IRO Quality Assurance Audit

The IRO’s complete quality assurance audits after every CER, ICPC and RCPC. The quality assurance
audit form provides data on practice standards and captures data and information relating to the IRO
standards. Once completed by the IRO following the meeting, the form automatically goes to the
Safeguarding Team Manager of the case holding team for their scrutiny and management oversight.
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This form also alerts the Safeguarding Team Manager to any outstanding pieces of work, compliance
issues and identifies areas of good practice and this has continued during this period.

The IRO Service Manager is also meeting regularly with the Quality Assurance Officer to identify a
shared process within the Local Authority for themes, learning and improving practice. The IRO Team
Manager has been an active participant of the Reflective Sessions held across the directorate, these
sessions have focussed on learning and improving in the areas of Section 47 investigations, strategy
meetings and Care and Support Plans and subsequent review meetings.

The IRO team manager has met with the Quality Assurance Manager with a view to compiling a
programme of Quality assurance work which enables the team to access both the qualitative datain a
meaningful way and the quantitative data about active and lived experience of Children and families.
This will be fed back to practitioners and inform the cycle of continuous improvements and active
learning within the service.

Parental surveys have been undertaken to gather baseline data for parents' experiences of child
protection conferences prior to holding SofS conferences. We now plan to run the same surveys to
understand how SofS conferences have provided a different experience. | look forward to reporting the
findings as we envisage parents to feel more positive about our new approach.

Independent Legal Advice

The reciprocal agreement with Neath Port Talbot remains in place and enables the IRO Service to have
independent legal advice when needed. This has previously been used on several occasions but notin
this reporting period.

Cafcass Cymru

The IRO service has a positive working relationship with Cafcass Cymru, and quarterly interface
meetings are held. The CAFCASS liaison has commented to D Wright deputy head of Service as follows
: “It was commented that [ IRO Team manager] have been very consistent in your commitment to the
interface meetings and seem very focussed on practice. ”

The resolutions protocol allows the IRO Service to refer a case to Cafcass if the IRO believes the child’s
human rights are not being met by the local authority and they have been unsuccessfulin resolving this
via the resolutions protocol. In this period the IRO Service has not referred any case to Cafcass,
however, they do liaise with Cafcass regularly and ensure Cafcass is invited to CERs for any children
who has an allocated Cafcass officer. As a result, IROs are alerted more quickly to issues arising in the
court process and can liaise at an earlier stage where disputes arise with the Local Authority. This
relationship provides Children’s Guardians with the means to communicate issues arising directly with
the IRO that are relevant to the on-going development and monitoring of a care plan, either during
proceedings or following an Order being granted. IRO’s are required to give feedback on Court Care
Plans and ADM decision making. IRO feedback is sought when care planning for children changes such
as when a Placement with Parents is being considered for a Care Experienced child or when a Child is
Placed for Adoption.

Lisa French-IRO Service Manager.

Appendix 1-Action Plan

Appendix 2-Team Plan
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IMPLEMENTATION OF AN INCENTIVE PAYMENT SCHEME

Report Title: BASED ON COUNCIL TAX LIABILITY AND AN INFLATIONARY
INCREASE OF ALLOWANCES AND FEES FOR FOSTER
CARERS AND KINSHIP CARERS IN BRIDGEND COUNTY
BOROUGH COUNCIL (BCBC)
CORPORATE DIRECTOR SOCIAL SERVICES AND WELLBEING
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Officer / Cabinet WELLBEING
Member
Responsible Officer: DAN BOLTON

GROUP MANAGER PROVIDER SERVICES

Policy Framework and
Procedure Rules:

There is no effect upon the policy framework and procedure
rules.

Executive Summary:

This report provides information on the implementation of an
Incentive Payment Scheme based on Council Tax liability for
foster carers, kinship carers and special guardians in Bridgend,
alongside a 2.6% inflationary uplift in fees and allowances.

Both measures form part of the wider programme of work under
the Fostering Remodelling Board to strengthen Bridgend’s
fostering offer. They are designed to improve the recruitment
and retention of carers, reduce reliance on Independent
Fostering Agencies (IFAs), and increase placement sufficiency
for children.

The Incentive Payment Scheme reflects good practice already
operating across several Welsh authorities and was strongly
endorsed by local carers during consultation. It provides a
visible financial incentive, recognises the contribution of carers,
and helps sustain long-term placements. The 2.6% uplift
ensures Bridgend County Borough Council’s fees and
allowances remain competitive with IFAs and in line with the
cost of living.

Financial modelling shows that while the Incentive Payment
Scheme represents a cost pressure, it should be regarded as an
invest-to-save measure. Increasing the number of in-house
foster carers will reduce the need for higher-cost IFA and
residential placements, delivering long-term cost avoidance and
supporting better outcomes for children.

1. Purpose of Report
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1.1 This report seeks Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting Committee
endorsement on the implementation of an Incentive Payment Scheme based
on council tax liability for foster carers, kinship carers and special guardians
in Bridgend, as a measure to enhance recruitment and retention. The
Incentive Payment Scheme aligns with recent legislative changes and
supports the local strategy to improve placement sufficiency and stability for
children.

1.2 In addition, the report sets out the plans to apply a 2.6% inflationary increase
(March 2025 Consumer Price Index) to all foster carers and kinship carers
fees and allowances from April 2025. This uplift will ensure payments keep
pace with the cost of living and forms part of the wider programme to
strengthen the overall offer to carers.

2. Background

2.1 Bridgend County Borough Council (BCBC) continues to face significant
challenges recruiting and retaining foster carers, resulting in increased
reliance on Independent Fostering Agency (IFA) placements. The Health and
Social Care (Wales) Act 2025 requires a transition towards a not-for-profit
fostering model by 2030, emphasising the urgent need to strengthen internal
fostering provision.

2.2 Bridgend has experienced a net loss of foster carers over the past three
years. There is a well-documented shortage of foster carers across the UK,
with some movement between fostering agencies, but an overall decline in
foster care capacity in both Wales and the wider UK.

2.3 Locally, Bridgend faces a significant shortage of skilled and experienced foster
carers particularly those who are equipped to meet the long-term needs of
children and young people who:

» Are aged between 10 and 15 years old

* Present with trauma-related behaviours and require support for emotional
wellbeing

* Are at risk of exploitation or exclusion from education

Have disabilities

2.4 The BCBC Placement Sufficiency Strategy (2024) identifies a notable decline
in local foster carers and highlights an ageing carer demographic, with only
29% aged 50 or younger. This trend exacerbates retention concerns and
raises questions about long-term fostering sustainability.

2.5 Consultation with foster carers during the Information and Consultation Event
(ICE) meeting on 18 March 2025 highlighted council tax reduction and
fees/allowances as a highly valued incentive. Several Welsh local authorities
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have successfully introduced council tax reduction schemes, resulting in
improved recruitment and retention. These include:

e Conwy: 100% reduction (Implemented September 2024)
e Wrexham: 75% reduction (Implemented July 2020)
e Flintshire: 50% reduction (Implemented 2019)

e« Anglesey: 50% reduction (Implemented 2018) 100% reduction
(Implemented April 2025)

o Merthyr Tydfil: 50% reduction (Implemented 2019)

e Monmouthshire: 30% reduction (Implemented May 2024)

« Pembrokeshire 100% Reduction (Implemented May 2025)
LA X service manager:

‘We have had a number of enquiries off the back of the council tax subsidy,
and it has also helped in terms of foster care retention’

LAY Recruitment Officer:

‘The scheme has been a factor for many enquires when deciding to apply with
us rather than an independent agency, this is where we have found the biggest
advantage’.

LA Z Foster Carer:

We think that it's a great incentive for prospective foster carers and great for
us existing carers, it feels like a big thank you for helping children in our
community.

2.6 To increase Local Authority foster carers and effectively compete with
Independent Fostering Agencies (IFAs), BCBC must develop a unique offer
for current and prospective carers.

2.7 This report forms part of a wider programme of work aimed at strengthening
our overall offer to foster carers in Bridgend. Alongside the Incentive Payment
Scheme, we have reviewed foster carer fees and allowances, as well as our
broader support offer through the Fostering Remodelling Board. For example,
we have recently extended our free leisure offer to include access to soft play
facilities. These actions demonstrate our commitment to strengthening the
overall offer to carers, improving retention, and ensuring Foster Bridgend
remains competitive and sustainable within a changing fostering landscape.

2.8 BCBC has not increased foster carer and kinship carer fees and allowances
since 2023-24. During this period, the cost of living has continued to rise and
Independent Fostering Agencies (IFAs) operating locally have implemented
uplifts for 2025/26 across providers and there is an average percentage of
4.93% set out in 8.7 below from our six most used agencies. Without action,
there is a risk that BCBC’s offer will become less competitive, making
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recruitment and retention of foster carers more difficult. This adjustment is
therefore necessary to maintain the real-term value of payments and to remain
competitive within the fostering market.

2.9 This work is critical not only in responding to the national shortage of foster
carers but also in preparing for upcoming legislative changes that will prohibit
private fostering providers from operating in Wales by 2030. By improving our
offer now, we can better compete in a challenging market and ensure that
more children are supported in high-quality, local authority placements.

2.10 While an Incentive Payment Scheme is a valuable incentive, evidence from
other local authorities such as Anglesey highlights that such a measure is most
effective when introduced as part of a broader, long-term strategy. Anglesey
developed their enhanced package for foster carers over a period of time,
gradually strengthening their offer through increased allowances, simplified
skills payments, and extended council tax discounts. They are now actively
promoting this as a comprehensive benefits package. This phased approach
has contributed to a significant reduction in their reliance on Independent
Fostering Agencies—from 75% down to 20%.

3. Current Situation / Proposal

3.1 The Health and Social Care (Wales) Act 2025 creates an unprecedented
opportunity to encourage foster carers currently affiliated with IFAs and living
in Bridgend to transition fostering directly to Foster Bridgend. The Incentive
Payment Scheme is an attractive incentive that IFAs are unable to offer,
positioning BCBC favourably to recruit and retain carers within this changing
legislative landscape.

3.2 The proposed Incentive Payment Scheme based on council tax liability for
Foster Carers, Kinship Carers and Special Guardians:-

e Provides a 50% incentive payment based on council tax liability for foster
carers, kinship carers and special guardians who have offered care for 90
days or more in the previous financial year.

e Will be based on council tax liability being initially paid in full by Foster
Carers, Kinship Carers and Special Guardians.

e Recognises the vital role of kinship carers and special guardians, helping to
close the gap in support compared to foster carers and encouraging long-
term placement stability.

e Eases financial pressures on families, making it more sustainable for them
to continue caring for children within their communities.

3.3 Alongside the Incentive Payment Scheme, an inflationary increase of 2.6%
will be applied, and backdated, to all foster carer and kinship carer fees and
allowances from April 2025. This will be the first increase since 2023-24 and
is intended to ensure payments remain competitive with other providers. The
tables below show the current and revised rates with a 2.6% increase for Fees
and Allowances and the Welsh Government Minimum Allowance.
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Allowances

Age 0-4 5-15 16+
Current Rates £225.77 £206.58 £257.38
Revised Rates £231.64 £211.95 £264.07
NMA £224.00 £204.00 £255.00

NMA — National Minimum Allowances from Welsh Government

Fees

Age 0-4 5-10 11-15 16+
Current Rates £168.08 £168.08 £214.03 £214.03
Revised Rates £172.45 £172.45 £219.59 £219.59

Approach and Justification

3.4 Itwas agreed at Corporate Management Board that a 50% Incentive Payment
based on council tax liability for all approved foster carers, kinship carers and
Special Guardians would be adopted as the most impactful and equitable
model. This provides the strongest financial support, aligns with successful
practice in other Welsh authorities such as Pembrokeshire and Anglesey, and
reflects Bridgend's ambition to build a sustainable and competitive not-for-
profit fostering service.

3.5 This exemption will continue where a kinship foster carer transitions to a
Special Guardianship Order (SGO) and for existing Special Guardians and is
included in the costings below. This approach aligns with the principle of
avoiding financial detriment, which is supported through provisions in the
Code of Practice on the Exercise of Social Services Functions in Relation to
Special Guardianship Orders (2018). While the term “no detriment” is not
explicitly used in legislation, the Code recognises the potential financial
disadvantage for foster carers who become Special Guardians and permits
enhanced financial support under Regulation 7(4) of the Special Guardianship
(Wales) Regulations.

3.6 Bridgend’s own Special Guardianship Order Financial Policy also reinforces
this approach. Section 2.1 of the policy states that “financial support should
not be the sole reason for a Special Guardianship arrangement failing to
survive”, underlining the need for continuity of support during legal transitions.

3.7 Encouraging kinship carers to pursue SGOs also directly contributes to
reducing the Care Experienced Children population in Bridgend, aligning with
national and local priorities around placement sufficiency, permanence, and
the right of children to grow up in stable family environments outside of the
care system.
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3.8 This policy consistency supports BCBC's wider goal of ensuring permanence,
cost-effective service delivery, and sustainable support for local
carers/guardians.

3.9 In addition to the Incentive Payment scheme, the 2.6% inflationary increase
to foster carer and kinship carer fees and allowances will further strengthen
BCBC'’s position in a competitive fostering market. The uplift will ensure that
payments remain in line with sector trends, particularly considering recent
increases by Independent Fostering Agencies averaging 2.95% for 2025/26.
Together, the Incentive Payment Scheme and the fee uplift form a balanced
financial package designed to improve recruitment and retention, support
placement stability, and reduce reliance on higher-cost external placements.

4. Equality implications (including Socio-economic Duty and Welsh
Language)

4.1 The protected characteristics identified within the Equality Act, Socio-
economic Duty and the impact on the use of the Welsh Language have been
considered in the preparation of this report. As a public body in Wales the
Council must consider the impact of strategic decisions, such as the
development or the review of policies, strategies, services and functions. This
is an information report; therefore, it is not necessary to carry out an Equality
Impact assessment in the production of this report. It is considered that there
will be no significant or unacceptable equality impacts as a result of this report.

5. Well-being of Future Generations implications and connection to
Corporate Well-being Objectives

5.1 The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides the basis for
driving a different kind of public service in Wales, with five ways of working to
guide how the Authority should work to deliver wellbeing outcomes for people.
The following is a summary to show how the five ways of working to achieve
the well-being goals have been considered in this report:

e Long-term - The introduction of an Incentive Payment Scheme
alongside an inflationary uplift in fees, is designed to strengthen the
sustainability of the local fostering service in Bridgend. By making
fostering more financially viable, the scheme helps secure long-
term placement sufficiency and stability for children, reducing
reliance on costly external provision.

e Prevention - Supporting and retaining local foster carers and

kinship carers reduces the risk of placement breakdown, avoids
escalation to higher-cost residential placements, and helps prevent
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children from being placed far from their communities. This
contributes to better outcomes for children and reduced future
financial pressures on the authority.

e Integration — Supporting corporate priorities around financial
sustainability, social care transformation, and the national objective
of eliminating profit from children’s care by 2030. It also integrates
with the Placement Sufficiency Strategy, the fostering remodelling
programme, and the council’s role as corporate parent.

e Collaboration - The scheme has been developed in consultation
with foster carers and informed by learning from other Welsh local
authorities who have implemented similar approaches. It aligns with
Welsh Government legislation and works collaboratively with the
wider national agenda to strengthen not-for-profit fostering
provision.

¢ Involvement — Foster carers have directly shaped the proposal
through consultation at the March 2025 Information and Consultation
Event (ICE). Their feedback highlighted the importance of council tax
incentives and fee uplifts as incentives. This demonstrates active
involvement of those most affected, ensuring the scheme reflects
their views and priorities.

6. Climate Change and Nature Implications

6.1 There are no direct climate change or nature implications associated with the
report.

7. Safeguarding and Corporate Parent Implications

7.1 There are no safeguarding or corporate parenting implications associated with
the report.

8. Financial Implications

8.1 Financial modelling has been undertaken in relation to the estimated annual
cost of implementing the 50% Incentive Payment Scheme, based on the
current number of eligible carers. Itis acknowledged that the number of carers
accessing the scheme may increase over time, and this will be monitored and
reviewed. While this could increase the overall cost of the scheme, the
recruitment and retention of additional in-house foster carers will contribute to
placement sufficiency, reducing reliance on high-cost residential provision and
independent fostering agencies, which are significantly more expensive.
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8.2 For carers living outside of the Bridgend County Borough Council area,
eligibility will be confirmed through the provision of documentary evidence of
their Council Tax liability in the local authority where they reside (for example,
a Council Tax bill or statement). This will allow the rebate to be calculated
accurately on an individual basis. The costs for these carers are excluded
from the table below as their current bandings and council tax liabilities are
not currently available, however an estimate for carers living outside of BCBC
has been calculated in 8.6.

8.3 Carers who are BCBC residents that are already in receipt of the full Council
Tax Reduction Scheme would not be eligible for the Incentive Payments
Scheme due to having a nil Council Tax liability and therefore have also been
excluded from the calculations below.

Estimated cost
of Incentive
Kinship and General Carers # Payments
50%
Number of current Carers 127
Live outside of BCBC -25
Full Council Tax Reduction Scheme -21
Estimated cost 81 82,659.31
Estimated cost of
Special Guardianship Orders # Incentive Payments
50%
Number of current SGOs 124
Live outside of BCBC -22
Full Council Tax Reduction
Scheme -22
Estimated cost 80 63,889.64

8.4 A comparison of the cost of 10 young people being placed in alternative
placement to in- house fostering is shown below.

Weekly
cost

Annual
Costs

Annual
Cost for
10 CYP

Annual
Cost for
10 CYP
In-House
Fostering
£

Cost
Avoidance
if Placed
with
Inhouse
fostering
£
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Independent residential

placements 5,935 309,451 | 3,094,509 | 218,988 2,875,521
In-house residential
placements (MV) 3,040 158,500 | 1,585,000 | 218,988 1,366,012

Independent Fostering
Agency (IFA)
placements 1,034 53,913 539,128 |218,988 | 320,140

8.5

8.6

8.7

This scheme represents an invest-to-save opportunity, with the potential to
reduce long-term placement costs by strengthening our in-house fostering
service and reducing reliance on more expensive external placements. The
proposal sits within a broader, time-bound programme of improvement under
the Fostering Remodelling Project, which runs until March 2026. During this
period, BCBC is committed to enhancing our overall offer to foster and kinship
carers— this includes the Incentive Payment Scheme, the review of foster
carer fees and allowances, and the development of a broader package of
financial and non-financial support for carers.

In addition to the Incentive Payment Scheme is the proposal for BCBC to apply
a 2.6% inflationary increase (March 2025) to all foster carer and kinship carer
fees and allowances from April 2025. The current total weekly cost of
allowances and fees is £98,334.83; applying the 2.6% increase will raise this
to £100,891.54, a weekly variance of £2,556.71. This equates to an additional
£133,306.63 per annum and is evidenced below. This increase will be funded
from the central pay and price inflation budget. This uplift will ensure BCBC’s
payments remain competitive and in line with sector trends.

Fees & Allowances Total New Total | Variance Annual
increased by 2.6% weekly after Cost
inflation Cost - | adjustment
March 25
£ £
£ £
All allowances and fees
with 2.6% added 98,334.83 | 100,891.54 | 2,556.71 | 133,306.63

The table below provides a snapshot of six of our main Independent Fostering
Agency (IFA) providers and the percentage increase in their fees from 2024/25
to 2025/26. This comparison illustrates that these IFA providers have
implemented uplifts averaging 4.93%, (overall increase across all IFA’s is
2.95%) reinforcing the need for BCBC to maintain parity to remain competitive
in the fostering market as we approach the Health and Social Care (Wales)
Bill 2025.
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Provider 2024/25 | 2025/26 Percentage
Increase

National Fostering 872.19 915.8 5.00

Agency

Foster Care Associates | 1598.03 | 1654.32 3.52

Ltd

TACT 927.2 973.58 5.00

Family Fostering 804.26 832.33 3.49

Partners

Compass Wales 892.49 959 7.45

Action For Children 831.33 873.71 5.10

Total average increase 4.93

8.8 The anticipated costs as a result of the Incentive Payment Scheme for carers
residing in BCBC is set out in 8.1 and, based on the current number of carers,
is £146,548.95. If carers residing outside of BCBC who are entitled to the
Incentive Payment Scheme have a similar council tax liability the total cost of
the scheme is estimated to be £190,555.95, This will be met from the Welsh
Government Social Care Workforce Grant. The use of the grant for this
purpose meets the terms and conditions of the grant. The grant value and
terms and conditions are confirmed annually on receipt of the grant offer letter.
Should the terms and conditions change, or the funding cease/reduce or,
either the Incentive Payment Scheme would be withdrawn or to enable the
scheme to continue, the service would have to demonstrate it was affordable
from savings elsewhere in the Care Experienced Children’s budget.

8.9 The financial return of this scheme will not be immediate, but by strengthening
our in-house fostering capacity now, we can position BCBC to significantly
reduce reliance on high-cost IFA and residential placements over the coming
years. For example, placing just 10 children with in-house foster carers instead
of residential placements would deliver an avoided cost of over £2.8 million
per year compared with the estimated annual cost of £190,555.95 for the 50%
Incentive Payment Scheme. This investment is particularly critical as we
approach the 2030 Welsh Government Eliminating Profit policy deadline,
when local authorities will no longer have the option of using for-profit fostering
providers. Building a sustainable, competitive in-house service ahead of this
transition will protect BCBC from future cost pressures and placement
shortages.

8.10 We will pilot this approach as a new way of working, designed to incentivise
and recognise the contribution of our carers, with a full review of its impact to
take place after two years. The pilot will apply specifically to our in-house
general foster carers and will not extend to Independent Fostering Agencies
(IFAs) or carers approved by other local authorities who reside within Bridgend
County Borough Council.
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8.11 This work is directly aligned with the Health and Social Care (Wales) Act 2025,
which received Royal Assent in March 2025. The Act sets out a clear phased
approach to phasing out profit from children’s care services:

e From 1st April 2026, no new for-profit fostering providers can register in
Wales.

e From 1st April 2027, existing providers can no longer expand or recruit new
carers.

e From 1st April 2030, no new placements can be made with for-profit
fostering providers unless approved in exceptional cases.

8.12 These legislative milestones underline the urgency of developing a strong,
competitive, not-for-profit local authority fostering service. Introducing an
Incentive Payment Scheme along with the inflationary uplift in fees and
allowances is a timely and strategic step within this wider transformation,
helping to improve carer retention, encourage IFA transfers, and support more
children to remain in local, in-house placements.

9. Recommendations

9.1 Itis recommended that the Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting endorses
the report and the steps being taken to improve carer retention, encourage
IFA transfers and support more children to remain in local, in-house
placements.

Background documents

None

Page 53



This page is intentionally left blank



Agenda Iltem 6

Meeting of: CABINET COMMITTEE CORPORATE PARENTING

Date of Meeting: 29™ OCTOBER 2025

Report Title: REGIONAL CHILDREN’S ADVOCACY SERVICE
CLAIRE MARCHANT

Report Owner / CORPORATE DIRECTOR SOCIAL SERVICES AND

Corporate Director: WELLBEING

Responsible RAEANNA GRAINGER,

Officer: GROUP MANAGER, MASH, IAA, IRO SERVICE

Policy Framework There is no effect upon the policy framework or procedure

and Procedure rules

Rules:

Executive Summary of annual service delivery for 2024-25 of statutory

Summary: advocacy for children & young people.

The National Approach to Statutory Advocacy (NASA) was
introduced by Welsh Government in July 2017. The overall
aim was to provide a consistent and standardised approach
to the delivery of advocacy services and ensure that all
children and young people whose care planning is
underpinned by statutory guidance and regulation have
access to this.

Tros Gynnal Plant (TGP) provides advocacy services
across the Cwm Taf Morgannwg region. They are a well-
established provider across Wales.

There is evidence of the service provider working as a

proactive and innovative regional partner in delivering

statutory advocacy, alongside other services that help
children, young people or their families.

Purpose of Report

1.1 The purpose of this report is to provide the Cabinet Committee Corporate
Parenting with a summary report to highlight the key aspects of service delivery
from our regional provider of advocacy services, Tros Gynnal Plant. Detailed
performance reports are included as appendices as follows:

Appendix 1:

Appendix 2: Cwm Taf Morgannwg (CTM) Regional Annual Advocacy Report 2024-
2025
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3.2

Background

The regional service is based on the National Approach to Statutory Advocacy
(NASA), which is prescribed by Welsh Government. The National Approach to
Statutory Advocacy (NASA) for children and young people in Wales was introduced
in July 2017. The national approach ensures that children and/or young people
whose care planning is underpinned by statutory guidance and regulations have a
clear entitlement to the offer of advocacy services. This enables children and young
people to have an increased voice in their planning and to have their rights upheld
under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The national
approach aims to standardise advocacy, its eligibility criteria, and provision across
Wales.

When a child or young person aged five and over becomes care experienced or
subject to child protection proceedings, they are eligible for the Active Offer of
Advocacy (AO) and there are statutory responsibilities to ensure that all eligible
children and young people are made aware of their rights to access this service. For
children under five years of age, a referral to advocacy services is determined on a
case-by-case basis following the social workers assessment of their ability to
understand the information shared within the meeting. The Issue Based Advocacy
(IBA) element of the advocacy service is intended to provide support to a child or
young person to address a particular issue or situation.

Tros Gynnal Plant (TGP) provides a regional advocacy service in the Cwm Taf
Morgannwg (CTM) region. TGP has delivered advocacy services in Bridgend for
many years and is a well-established provider locally, as well as being the largest
provider of advocacy to children and young people in Wales.

Bridgend County Borough Council (BCBC) receives an element of Welsh
Government funding towards this service, which is administered by Rhondda Cynon
Taf County Borough Council (RCT), on behalf of the CTM region. RCT are also the
contracting authority for this regional service. TGP provides quarterly and annual
reports both to individual local authorities and across the region as a whole.
Additionally, there are quarterly meetings to discuss their content, service
development and provide opportunities for partnership working to continuously
improve service delivery.

Current situation / proposal

Detailed quarterly performance reports are provided by TGP. TGP also provide an
annual report for both Bridgend locality and the CTM region. They cover the key
service aspects of the Active Offer (AO) of advocacy, and Issue Based Advocacy.

In BCBC, during 2024/2025, 132 children and young people became eligible for the
AO. 94 were eligible due to becoming subject to child protection procedures and 38
were eligible due to becoming care experienced. Out of the 132 eligible for AO, 66
were referred to the service. This equates to 50% of the eligible cohort being
referred, compared to 27% in the previous year, and demonstrates an overall
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3.3

3.4

3.5

3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

3.10

increase in the percentage being referred. Of those children and young people
refusing the AO, there are a number of reasons which are reported to be including,
but not exclusive to, feeling they are able to share their own wishes and feelings
and a preference for their allocated social worker to support them in this area.
Children and young people also have requested that they have further discussions
regarding advocacy services at a later date so wish to take the time to consider the
offer.

Of the total number of AO referrals, 39% were for care experienced children and
young people and 61% were for those who had become subject to child protection
procedures.

With regards to demographics of those accessing the AO during 2024/2025, 34
were female and 32 were male. The 6-11 age group represented the highest
number of referrals at 32, closely followed by the 12-16 age group at 30. There was
1 referral from the 0-5 age group and 3 from the 17-19 age group.

Following the referral, 60% of children and young people received the AO within 5
working days. Where there were delays to the AO being received, the primary
factors for this were due to requests from children, young people and carers to meet
at timescales outside of this.

Of the 66 children and young people referred, 54 AO meetings took place. 39
accepted the AO and subsequently received IBA.

During 2024/2025, 133 children and young people accessed the IBA service,
presenting with 172 issues. The number has decreased slightly compared to the
previous year, where 145 accessed the service. The Authority expected to see a
reduction following the implementation of the Signs of Safety practice model as this
places much greater emphasis on direct work between the child and their Social
Worker and puts their voice at the centre of any intervention. This in many cases
has negated the child’s wish to be supported by an advocate.

Of the 133 children accessing IBA, 81 were care experienced, 29 were subject to
child protection procedures,13 were open to the Authority on a care and support
basis and 10 were care leavers over the age of 18. This represents a continued
increase in the number of Care Experienced children and young people referred for
IBA and a decrease in the number of children and young people subject to child
protection procedures. However it must be noted our numbers of children subject to
Child Protection processes has significantly decreased in this period, leading to an
overall reduction in referrals to advocacy.

In 2024/2025 with regards to gender, 76 referrals for IBA were female and 57 were
male. The 12-16 age group represented the majority of referrals with 58, followed
by the 6-11 year age group which was 43. The 0-5 age group had 4 referrals for
IBA, 17—-19 year olds accounted for 23 referrals and 20-25 year olds equated to 5
referrals.

With regards to the referral source for IBA, the majority of these were self-referrals
with 73 of the 133 overall total. The second highest referral source was from social
services at 49. This demonstrates good awareness of the service amongst the
young people it is designed for.
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A total of 172 issues were recorded across the IBA referrals. There were a wide
range of issues that young people need support with but contact with family was the
most prevalent with 34 children and young people requesting support with this
issue. 29 young people raised issues relating to their placement and 23 with issues
relating to social services.

One role of an advocate is to support young people to share their views, wishes and
feelings at meetings. Support at meetings was highlighted 26 times during
2024/2025, however, advocates supported children and young people at 59
meetings. The type of meetings young people were supported with include Child
Protection Conferences, Care Experienced Children Reviews, Core Group
meetings, Planning meetings and School meetings. It is positive to note that
advocates have seen an increase in young people’s attendance at meetings this
year.

TGP continues to be responsible for facilitating young people’s participation and
consultation groups in Bridgend - called Bridgend Youth Voice Forum, or ‘BYV’
Forum. The aim of the group is to allow care-experienced young people and care
leavers to have a voice in wider Bridgend forums, including the Bridgend Corporate
Parenting Board, whilst sharing their views, wishes and feelings in relation to what
matters to them with the overall aim to support with service design and delivery.

TGP provide a Residential Visiting Advocacy Service (RVA) to BCBC’s children’s
residential homes. During visits, the advocate supports young people living in the
homes to share their views, wishes and feelings with home managers and has
supported them to access the BYV forum if they wish.

TGP continue to develop new and innovative ways for young people to provide
feedback to help improve the advocacy service, e.g. through the use of a QR code
that they can scan from their mobile phones and which links to a short
questionnaire. They have also introduced a monthly prize draw whereby children
and young people who provide feedback have the chance to win a gift voucher.

There is a close partnership working between TGP and BCBC with a view to
improving service delivery and develop strategies which will support an increase in
the take up of the service. This has included TGP attending relevant team meetings
to raise awareness of the service, discuss referral routes and the roles and
responsibilities of staff within this process. The performance team are liaising with
team managers on a quarterly basis to share information on those who have
become eligible for the AO and gather data on the response to the offer, whether
the referral has been made and any reasons for refusal.

TGP have recruited to a number of posts to its CTM team during the year including a
casual advocate to take over the RVA role and two new part time Independent
Professional Advocates. Training completed by the team includes but is not limited
to Non-Intructed Advocacy, Restorative Engagement, Applied Suicide Intervention
Skills Training, and Personal Safety and Lone Working.

Equality implications (including Socio-economic Duty and Welsh Language)

Page 58



41

5.1

6.1

71

8.1

The protected characteristics identified within the Equality Act, Socio-economic
Duty and the impact on the use of the Welsh Language have been considered in
the preparation of this report. As a public body in Wales the Council must consider
the impact of strategic decisions, such as the development or the review of policies,
strategies, services and functions. It is considered that there will be no significant or
unacceptable equality impacts as a result of this report.

Well-being of Future Generations implications and connection to Corporate
Well-being Objectives

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides the basis for driving
a different kind of public service in Wales, with five ways of working to guide how the
Authority should work to deliver wellbeing outcomes for people. The following is a
summary to show how the five ways of working to achieve the well-being goals have
been considered in this report.

Long Term. The operation of a statutory advocacy service is prescribed by Welsh
Government and the service operates in a similar way across Wales and into the long
term.

Prevention. Advocacy includes providing people with information, advice, and
support to help people prevent issues from escalating further.

Integration. The regional service operates across the three CTM local authority
areas as a single service.

Collaboration. The regional authorities work in close partnership with our service
provider.

Involvement. One of the basic principles of advocacy services is the inclusion and
involvement of the children and young people who use the service. Voice and choice
are key principles of the Social Services and Well-Being (Wales) Act 2014, and the
overall aim of advocacy services is to achieve this.

Climate Change and Nature Implications

Beyond necessary staff travel and operational administration activities, there is no
direct impact on Climate Change through the provision of this advocacy service.

Safeguarding and Corporate Parent Implications

The provision of statutory advocacy is a key element in ensuring the safety and
welfare of children and young people.

Financial Implications
There are no financial implications arising from this report.

Recommendation
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9.1 It is recommended that the Cabinet Committee Corporate Parenting considers and
notes both Annual reports in relation to the regional advocacy service.

Background documents

Bridgend Annual Advocacy Report 2024-2025
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National Approach to Statutory Advocacy
Local Authority Report Bridgend 2024 - 2025

Collated Annual Report
April 24 - Mar 25

Headline Report

During the year, 133 children and young people accessed the Issue Based Advocacy (IBA) service, presenting with 172 issues. This represents a decrease of 12 young people accessing IBA
when compared to the previous year, when 145 young people accessed IBA in Bridgend. Some 58 young people accessed the service for the first time, compared to 76 in the previous
year. We also observed a small decrease in Active Offers (AO), with 66 received this year, compared to 71 last year.

Active Offer

According to information received from Bridgend, 132 children and young people became eligible for the AO during the year, 130 less than in the previous year. A total of 66 children and
young people were referred, meaning that if we assume those referred became eligible in the year, 50% of those eligible were referred, compared to 27% last year.
Of the 66 young people referred, 54 AO meetings took place, and 39 young people accepted the AO and went on to received IBA, 27 less than in the previous year.

Children and young people in the CP arena made up 61% of those referred for AO throughout the year, compared to 65% in the previous year, Although we have noted a small decrease
in AO referrals for children and young people in the CP arena, AO referrals for Care Experienced young people rose from 25 in the previous year, to 26 this year.
As in the previous year, most AO referrals were for females making up 52% of the total number.

Most young people referred for AO were aged between six and 11 years, followed very closely by those aged between 12 and 16 years. Three young people aged 17 and over were
referred for AO as well as one young person aged five or under.

Some 60% of young people referred for the AO received it within five working days of referral. Some visits were delayed as the advocate was instructed to wait until after the summer
holidays to arrange a visit in school. Other reasons include young people changing their mind about meeting with an advocate after the referral was made, being unable to contact
parents or carers and annual leave and illness affecting capacity in the advocacy team.

Issue Based Advocacy
This year, there has been a decrease in young people accessing IBA with 133 young people being referred this year, compared to 145 in the previous year.

Despite an overall decrease in the number of young people accessing IBA, the number of Care Experienced children and young people referred for IBA increased by 16 and made up 61%
of the total number of IBA referrals this year. The decrease in the number of children and young people in the CP arena accessing advocacy services this year could in part be explained by
the decrease in this group of young people becoming eligible for the AO. We also received 13 IBA referrals for young people subject to Care and Support plans and ten referrals for Care
Leavers during this year.

The gender split remains as it was in the previous year with most IBA referrals being made for females.
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Headline Report Cont'd

Despite decreasing by 19, as in the previous year, the majority of IBA referrals were made for young people aged between 12 and 16, making up 44% of the total number of IBA referrals,
compared to 54% last year.

‘Self-referral’ continues to be the most popular route into the IBA service, followed by social services referrals. This year, seven IBA referrals were also made by third sector
organisations, mostly TGP Cymru’s Family Group Conferencing Service. Only four referrals came from other sources: one each from parents, residential staff, a foster carer and a school.

This year advocates supported children and young people to share wishes and feelings at 59 meetings, 37 of which they attended all or part of either virtually or in person. The meetings
were made up of 22 Child Protection Case Conferences (including ten initial conferences), 20 CLA Reviews, 11 Core Group meetings, four planning meetings, one school meeting and one
Pathway Plan meeting. This year, advocates have continued to note an increase in young people’s attendance at their meetings.

This year, most young people accessing IBA wanted support to help share wishes and feelings about issues at home; either recorded as ‘placement issues’ or ‘home life’. ‘Homelife' is
mostly used when young people want to share general wishes and feelings about their homelife in CP meetings, while ‘placement’ is used to describe specific issues care experienced
young people may have in relation to their foster or residential home. This year, almost all the 21 ‘Homelife’ issues were about relationships at home. The 29 placement issues mostly
consisted of young people wanting to leave their placement or who were struggling with relationships with carers and rules and boundaries. Four young people wanted to share their
wish to stay in their current placement.

Contact was recorded as the main issue for 34 young people this year. Some young people wanted to raise contact issues relating to more than one person. Most young people shared
that they wanted to spend more time with family, this was 14 times in relation to parents, seven times in relation to siblings, six times in relation to wider family, five times in relation to
grandparents and twice in relation to a stepparent or partner of a parent. Wanting to stop contact or spend less time with someone was raised just twice, both in relation to a father.

One young person wanted arrangements in place to spend time with their previous carers family members to remain unchanged. This type of contact issue usually comes about when a
family member suggests to the local authority that a young person wants more or less time with a family member, but following exploration and discussion with their advocate, the
young person shares they are happy with current arrangements.

Young people also wanted their advocate to support them to share wishes and feelings in relation to social services issues, school or education issues, access to services, care leaver
issues, complaints and emotional wellbeing issues.

During the year, 72% of young people had contact with their advocate within five working days of the IBA referral being made.

Residential Visiting Advocacy (RVA)

RVA in Sunnybank and Meadowview is currently being undertaken by TGP’s Bridgend participation worker, who will also support young people living in these homes to access the
Bridgend Youth Voice Forum (BYV) if they want to. The RVA has offered residents to add agenda items to the BYV forum agenda during RBA visits even if they decide they don’t want to
attend forum meetings. The RVA reports excellent communication with both homes, particularly Meadowview where she is informed when someone new moves in, and when a young
person requests an advocacy visit. The visiting advocate has dealt with several issues during her visits by supporting young people to share their views, wishes and feelings with
community home managers. Several young people living in community homes have also accessed IBA throughout the year.
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The RVA for Bakers Way and Harwood House initially experienced some difficulties in contacting home managers to arrange a visit. The RVA contact the Deputy Residential Manager and a
visit to Bakers Way was carried out in quarter three, but the manager feels regular monthly visits will not be beneficial at this time. The RVA also met with the manager of Harwood House
in quarter three who explained the young people in residence had no current issues and were well supported by professionals, she therefore also felt visiting advocacy was not beneficial at
this time. The RVA has offered to attend a team meeting to discuss advocacy and share information about Non-Instructed Advocacy (NIA) in both homes. We have agreed that the
managers will let the RVA know if they would like her to attend in the future.

Consultations have been prepared and have been shared with both young people and staff in Bridgend community homes during the quarter four. This will allow us to review and evaluate
the service and inform any necessary changes to improve our service.

Service Information
TGP Cymru continue to be responsible for facilitating the young people’s participation and consultation group in Bridgend; Bridgend Youth Voice Forum, or ‘BYV’ Forum. The aim of the
group is to allow care experienced (CE) young people and care leavers to have a voice in wider Bridgend forums, including the Bridgend Corporate Parenting Board.

In June, following a decline in young people in the child protection arena being referred for AO, the Advocacy Team Manager and the Advocacy Operational Manager met with the Bridgend
Group Manager for Case Management and Transition, along with a member of the Bridgend Commissioning Team. During the meeting, the Active Offer Activity Spreadsheet, along with
guidance for completion was shared and discussed, along with referral information and general information about advocacy and the AO designed to be shared with young people.

In September, the advocacy team manager attended the Children's Continuous Improvement Group in Bridgend Civic Centre, to promote and discuss the advocacy service, as well as
discuss the AO referral pathway and referral rates. Following this, the team manager also attended the Care Experienced Children’s Team (CECT) meeting where information on referral
pathways and the advocacy process was shared.

Both team meetings were very positive, and the team manager was able to answer questions from both team managers and social workers, as well as share feedback from advocates about
recent pieces of work undertaken. Social workers in the CECT team also shared some recent case examples describing positive advocacy interventions, which the team manager shared with
the advocacy team. Later in the year, the advocacy team manager attended the West team meeting and the 16+ team meetings and the Information Advice and Assistance team meeting in
Bridgend Civic offices.

Following the meetings, literature was sent via email, containing information on referral pathways, the AO and the advocacy process. Several IBA referrals were received as a result of
attendance at Children’s Services team meetings.

The advocacy team manager met and shared information on the advocacy service and referral process with a trainee social worker in quarter four as part of her induction. A meeting was
also held with a social worker from the Care Experienced team to discuss and share information on the Non-Instructed Advocacy (NIA) service. We welcome the opportunity to share and
discuss advocacy provision with social workers across CTM.

Following recruitment in the previous year, a new full time senior advocate role was created, and the successful candidate started her role at the beginning of April. A casual advocate has
also been recruited to take over the residential visiting advocacy (RVA) role. Two new part-time Independent Professional Advocates (IPA), one working four days per week, and one
working three days per week have also been recruited. Following an increase in referrals in this period, we considered starting the recruitment process for a new full-time advocate to
adjust our capacity but have decided to put this recruitment on hold for now, until the outcome of the current tendering process is known.

During quarter one, the CTM team completed internal training in Non-Instructed Advocacy (NIA) and internal Restorative Engagement. The advocacy team have also completed training in
Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training (ASIST), Personal Safety and Lone Working Training with the Suzy Lamplugh Trust, and in response to the increase in referrals for Unaccompanied
Asylum-Seeking young people, the Senior Advocate has completed a one-day training course with the Ethnic Youth Support Team (EYST).
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The Senior Advocate has completed a Children in Wales training course about Care Experienced Young People Transition and the Care Leaver Journey. Team members who were unable
to attend previously, completed a First Aid at Work training course in February.

TGP Cymru have identified a funding source which we plan to use to deliver a pilot project which will focus on the delivery of advocacy services to children and young people suffering
with emotional and mental health difficulties but do not meet criteria for statutory services. Unfortunately, the recruitment process undertaken in quarter four was unsuccessful and we
have decided to put this piece of work on hold until the current tendering process is complete.
Young People’s Feedback
As a team, we are continuing to discuss different ways of making it as easy as possible for young people to evaluate the service they have received from TGP Cymru. Young people can
scan a QR code which allows them to fill in a short questionnaire about the advocacy service on their own mobile phones. Advocates carry this code with them, and they are also sent to
young people following the end of a piece of work. A paper copy of the feedback form is also sent by the Senior Advocate at the end of a piece of work along with a Freepost envelope.
Young people can either post the form, scan the code or take a picture of the filled in form and email or text it to the service.
Advocates also carry the Freepost envelopes with them in case a young person wants to fill in the form during a final or closing visit and are encouraged to remind young people their
thoughts and opinions about the service they receive are very important to TGP Cymru and they are welcome to share them in whichever way they feel comfortable. To further
encourage young people to share their feelings about the advocacy service we have also introduced a monthly prize draw, whereby children and young people who provide feedback will
have the chance to win a £20 gift voucher.
This year, 18 young people provided feedback about the advocacy service they received.
Of those 18:
17 stated they found the service helpful; 16 felt the service made a difference to their situation, 16 felt they knew more about their rights, 14 felt more confident since receiving support,
16 felt more included in decisions, and 17 felt their views were fully considered and their rights represented. All of the young people young providing feedback this year stated they would
use the service again.
Whilst explaining why they felt the service was helpful, one young person said:
“Tony found out the answer of something I could not answer.”

When explaining why they felt more confident about things since having advocacy support, one young person said:

“I now feel | can talk without being judged and looked at different with my opinions”

Whilst explaining why they felt the service made them feel more included in decisions, and led to them knowing more about their rights, one young person said:

“I feel | have more options in life and | feel that | can have my own say”
“I know more about the fact that | have my own choices and my own voice”
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1a. Advocacy Cases - Young People - Issue Based Advocacy
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3a. Demographics: Gender - Active Offer
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H Male

B Female

W Transgender

B Gender Neutral

m Prefer not to say

3b. Demographics: Gender - Issue Based

3c. Demographics: Ethnicity - Active Offer

H Male

B Female

m Transgender

M Gender Neutral

m Prefer not to say

H White

H Mixed

m Asian or Asian British

H Black or Black British

M Chinese or other ethnic
group

3d. Demographics: Ethnicity - Issue Based
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B White
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m Asian or Asian British

M Black or Black British

M Chinese or other ethnic
group




3e. Demographics: Age - Active Offer 3f. Demographics: Age - Issue Based
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5. Referral Source per young person - Issue Based only
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6. Issues Presented
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*  School based issues including: SEN/ALN, exclusions, bullying, transport.
** Social Services based issues including: relationship with worker, care plan, service provided.
*** Complaints refer to any complaints made against statutory services, inclduing Social Service, Police, Health, YJS
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7. Service Performance - Active Offer Service Performance - Issue Based
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8. Level of Advocacy Intervention at point of Issue Closure
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9.0utcomes: linked to The National Advocacy Standards & Outcomes Framework

Comments

Outcome 1

Children and young people find good quality
independent advocacy easily available and
accessible.

This year, across the two service areas 69% of young people had contact with their advocate within five working days of
referral.

Advocates continue to support young people placed out of county, both virtually and in person if requested. Most
young people live in neighbouring authorities, but we have also received referrals for young people living in London,
Pembrokeshire, Monmouthshire and Newport among others this year.

During the initial visit with a young person, the allocated advocate shares an advocacy pack with the young person. The
pack includes lots of information about advocacy, our service and other support services available in Cwm Taf. The
advocate is then able to use the pack as a resource to introduce some of the key concepts such as advocacy and
Children's Rights, directly with the child or young person. The young person is then able to keep the pack and have
access to this information, even if they choose not to continue with advocacy support. If the referred young person
chooses not to meet with an advocate, they will still receive the pack by post and have the choice to request an
advocacy visit later.

As detailed above, consultations have now been shared with both young people and staff in Bridgend community
homes. Information from the consultations will allow us to review and evaluate the service and inform any necessary
changes.

Outcome 2

Children and young people have their privacy
and confidences respected and their
wellbeing safeguarded and protected.

Direct work with young people continues to take place during face-to-face visits, although occasionally advocates will
contact young people over the phone. This sometimes happens following a request from a young person, or it might be
offered if a visit cannot be arranged before a specific meeting. The advocate will always offer a follow up face-to-face
visit in this situation.

We ask the referrer to tell us where the young person would like to meet the advocate at the point of referral, and the
advocate will always attempt to visit the young person at a place they have specified. This is usually in their home or at
school, and advocates report many young people find it easier to share how they feel about their home life while at
school, where privacy and confidentiality is often easier to maintain. We ask referrers to inform parents and carers if
young people request a visit at school to avoid potential delays in arranging visits.

During quarter four, an advocate met one young person in a coffee shop as she lived in temporary accommodation and
was not allowed to have visitors at home.

One Bridgend safeguarding referral was made in quarter three. No formal feedback has been received but the advocate
is still in contact with the young person.
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Outcome 3

Children and young people are valued for
their diversity, treated with respect and all
forms of discrimination against them are
challenged.

During this year, we have provided IBA to young people with a wide range of disabilities and communication needs.
These included ADHD, ASD, Cerebral Palsy, Global Development Delay, Dyspraxia and a Brain Tumour.

When young people have an additional learning need or disability that potentially affects communication, advocates
always take advice from their social worker and others who know them best to communicate as effectively as possible. It
is important to note that young people accessing the mainstream advocacy service must have some understanding of
the role and function of advocacy, meaning they will be able to have control over the information they share and
understand the possible outcomes.

IPA’s have supported unaccompanied asylum-seeking young people with 13 issues during this year. They have accessed
IBA in the language of their choice via interpreter services. The languages are Arabic, Kurdish and Sudanese.

Pregnant young people, and young people identifying as LGBTQ have also accessed IBA in Bridgend this year.

Outcome 4

Children and young people are empowered
to take the lead in relation to advocacy
services and their rights, wishes and feelings
and championed.

Young people consistently tell us they feel empowered to speak up for themselves following advocacy intervention and
advocates always encourage young people to speak for themselves when they feel able to do so. This is echoed in young
people's feedback, with almost 80% of young people providing feedback saying they felt more confident following
advocacy support.

We have continued to note an increase in young people attending virtual and face to face meetings with the support of
their advocate. In most cases, the advocate and the young person prepare for the meeting beforehand, and the
advocate then reads out the wishes and feelings at the meeting. As highlighted in the feedback section above, when
young people have a positive experience following an advocacy intervention, they often gain confidence and will
continue to share their feelings, and challenge decisions they are unhappy about, with or without the support of their
advocate.

During quarter two, an advocate supported a young person to co-chair his own CLA Review. This was something the
young person requested and found to be a very rewarding experience.

During quarter four, another young person was supported to attend a CP conference for her unborn child. She had
initially told her advocate that she didn’t want to talk at all, mainly because she was nervous about the questions she
would be asked. After some encouragement and preparation with her advocate before the meeting, she felt she would
be able to ask questions if needed, providing her advocate agreed to step in if she appeared uncomfortable. The
advocate shared her views, wishes and feelings report, but the young person spoke for herself for the remainder of the
meeting, and was able to ask some questions herself as well as answer questions from professionals.
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Outcome 5

Children and young people participate in the
design, planning, delivery, monitoring and
evaluation of advocacy services.

The CTM Advocacy Service Participation Lead will continue to be responsible for keeping up to date with participation
and consultation opportunities within Cwm Taf Morgannwg.

All young people receiving advocacy support will continue to be offered the opportunity to feedback to TGP Cymru to
allow us to monitor the services provided and make improvements where needed. We will continue to make changes to
our feedback process to ensure young people experience no barriers in expressing their views about the service they
have received.

As detailed above, the Residential Visiting Advocate, with the support of the Senior Advocate has begun consulting with
young people living in local authority community homes to capture their thoughts about visiting advocacy. Consultations
have been shared with both young people and staff in Bridgend community homes and will allow us to review and
evaluate the service and inform any necessary changes.
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Executive
Summary:

This report describes the findings of a Care Inspectorate
Wales (CIW) Improvement Check (IC) visit to Bridgend
County Borough Council (BCBC) children and family
services in June 2025. The improvement check focused on
understanding how well the Council has progressed
recommendations for improvement set out in a Performance
Evaluation Inspection and Improvement Check undertaken
in May and December 2022 and a CIW led Joint Inspection of
Child Protection Arrangements (JICPA) undertaken in June
2023.

The IC found that BCBC leaders have consistently prioritised
children and family services, to support sustained and timely
improvements. This, in turn, has significantly strengthened
the quality and delivery of our social services functions.

1.1

Purpose of Report

The purpose of this report is to present to the Cabinet Committee — Corporate
Parenting the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) Improvement Check (IC) findings
report and to request that the Cabinet Committee considers the report and approves
the associated Action Plan.
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1.2

2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

The report was present to the Social Services, Health and Wellbeing Overview and
Scrutiny Committee on 25" September 2025 and was well received and the service
is currently awaiting feedback from the Committee.

Background

CIW carry out inspection activity in accordance with the Social Services and Well-
being (Wales) Act 2014 and the quality standards in the Code of Practice in relation
to the performance and improvement of social services in Wales. This helps them
determine the effectiveness of local authorities in supporting, measuring and
sustaining improvements for people.

Further to a Performance Evaluation Inspection in May 2022 Care Inspectorate
Wales (CIW) completed an Improvement Check in December 2022 and noted the
local authority must continue to assure itself of the priority status, pace, quality,
delivery, and impact of its improvement activity’.

In June 2023 CIW and partner inspectorates carried out a Joint Inspection of Child
Protection Arrangements (JICPA) in Bridgend. They found leaders and partners had
a shared vision and positive approach to safeguarding. The local authority and
partners had taken action to instigate learning following critical incidents, there were
ambitious plans to drive forward improvements, and it was important to manage these
changes with careful oversight. It was a relatively early stage in the Council’s
improvement journey and whilst there were indication positive changes were being
progressed further work was needed to stabilize the workforce and embed a model
of practice that would sustainably improve outcomes for children and families.

The most recent IC carried out in June 2025 focused on progress made in the areas
for improvement, which were identified during the inspection activities of 2022 and
2023.

The scope of the inspection included:

e The experiences of people at the time of the improvement check.

e The outcomes people achieve through their contact with social services

e Evidence of improvements made following inspections in 2022/2023 and plans for
service development and improvement

In advance of the inspection, a range of information/documentation was submitted
including:

e Strategy and Structure

e Key Documents and Operational Protocols
e Cabinet/Committee Reports

e Development Work
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e Performance Data and Quality Assurance
e Workforce and Supervision information

2.7 The inspection team reviewed the experiences of people’s journey through care and
support through review and tracking of their social care record. The team reviewed
25 cases, with more detailed case tracking of 3 of these cases. This included a
conversation with the person receiving support and/or their family, carers, advocates,
or key workers afterwards interviewing the allocated case worker and their manager.

2.8 In addition CIW also sought the views of staff and stakeholders through focus groups
and by using a range of surveys to gather information to inform the inspection. The
latter included public surveys.

2.9 Other activities included observations of meetings and reviews of complaints and
compliments.

3. Current situation/ proposal

3.1 The CIW inspection report is attached at Appendix 1.

3.2 Summary of findings

3.2.1 The table below summarises CIW findings and further details are available

throughout the full report. It should be noted that there were no areas for improvement

from the previous inspection identified where no improvements had been made.

Principle Areas of improvement identified in Progress identified at
2022-23 this Improvement
Check
People Seeking, hearing and recording the Improvements made
voice of the child and must be sustained
People People consistently feel listened to and | Some improvements
treated with dignity and respect made — further action is
required
People Workforce recruitment and retention Improvements made
and must be sustained
People Recording demographics and Improvements made
associates and must be sustained
People Management oversight Improvements made
and must be sustained
People Staff support, supervision, and training Improvements made
and must be sustained
Prevention | Provision of information, advice, and Some improvements
assistance (IAA). People receive the made — further action is
right support at the right time required
Prevention | Placement sufficiency Some improvements
made — further action is
required

Page 75




3.3

3.3.1

41

5.1

Partnerships | Thresholds for early help and statutory Improvements made
services and must be sustained
Partnerships | Learning from reviews and audits Improvements made
and must be sustained
Wellbeing Compliance with statutory Improvements made
responsibilities and must be sustained
Wellbeing Arrangements for supervised contact Improvements made
between children and their families and must be sustained
Wellbeing Identification and response to child Some improvements
exploitation made — further action is
required
Wellbeing Ensuring priority status, pace, quality, Improvements made
delivery, and impact of its improvement | and must be sustained
activity

Recommendations and Next Steps

Overall, the inspection is a positive commendation of the work of the Council to
improve the way vulnerable children and families are supported and the quality of
outcomes they receive. There are some areas where further work is required, and an
Action Plan has been developed in response to the recommendations made by CIW
and can be found at Appendix 2. The actions in the attached plan are cross-
referenced with the actions in the Council’'s 3 year strategic plan for children and
families which was approved by Council in September 2023 to ensure there is
alignment and no duplication of effort. The progress to implement the actions will be
overseen through the Social Services and Wellbeing Quality and Performance
Framework and reported to the Social Services Improvement Board chaired by the
Leader of the Council. The improvements required will be integrated into the Council’s
regulatory tracker which is reported to the Governance and Audit Committee and can
be scrutinised regularly by Overview and Scrutiny Committee at a frequency to be
determined by the Committee.

Equality implications (including Socio-economic Duty and Welsh Language)

The protected characteristics identified within the Equality Act, Socio-economic Duty
and the impact on the use of the Welsh Language have been considered in the
preparation of this report. As a public body in Wales the Council must consider the
impact of strategic decisions, such as the development or the review of policies,
strategies, services and functions. This is an information report, therefore it is not
necessary to carry out an Equality Impact assessment in the production of this report.
It is considered that there will be no significant or unacceptable equality impacts as a
result of this report.

Well-being of Future Generations implications and connection to Corporate
Well-being Objectives

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides the basis for driving
a different kind of public service in Wales, with five ways of working to guide how the
Authority should work to deliver wellbeing outcomes for people. The following is a
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summary to show how the five ways of working to achieve the well-being goals have
been considered in this report:

Long Term — Social Services is demand led and the Social Services and Well-being
(Wales) Act 2014 (SSWBA) focusses on sustainable prevention and well-being
outcomes for the future. There is a requirement to meet the needs of people in the
longer term and, because of rising demographics and increasing complexity, the
remodelling and transformation of services continues to be a priority.

Prevention — one of the four themes within the CIW inspection is Prevention. CIW
have identified areas of strength for Prevention in their report. The areas for
improvement are also included, and actions for improvement have been addressed
within the Action Plan at Appendix 2.

Integration — one of the four themes within the CIW inspection is Partnerships and
Integration. CIW have identified areas of strength for Integration and Partnerships in
their report. The areas for improvement are also included, and actions for
improvement have been addressed within the Action Plan at Appendix 2. The
SSWBA requires local authorities to work with partners, particularly the NHS and the
Police, to ensure care and support for people and support for carers is provided. The
report refers to work with statutory partners.
o Collaboration — The collaborative approaches described in the report are
managed and monitored through various strategic and collaborative boards
across Directorates and with partners

o Involvement — the key stakeholders are the people who use social care. There
is considerable engagement including surveys, stakeholder meetings,
feedback forms and the complaints process. The provision of accessible
information and advice helps to ensure that the voice of adults, children and
young people is heard.

5.2 This report assists in the achievement of the following corporate well-being objectives

6.1

under the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015:

o Helping people and communities to be more healthy and resilient - taking
steps to reduce or prevent people from becoming vulnerable or dependent on
the Council and its services. Supporting individuals and communities to build
resilience, and enable them to develop solutions to have active, healthy and
independent lives.

o Smarter use of resources — ensure that all resources (financial, physical,
ecological, human and technological) are used as effectively and efficiently as
possible and support the creation of resources throughout the community that
can help to deliver the Council’s well-being objectives.

Climate Change and Nature Implications

There are no direct climate change or nature implications associated with the report
and associated action plan at this stage.
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6.2

71

7.2

The importance of decarbonisation to help protect and sustain the environment over
the long term and in line with our climate change ambitions will be considered and
promoted as and when strategies identified within the action plan are implemented.

Safeguarding and Corporate Parent Implications

This report and action plan has a direct link to safeguarding and corporate parenting:

The Council’'s workforce shares a responsibility both collectively and individually to
ensure that children and adults at risk are protected from harm. Council employees,
Councillors, volunteers, contractors, and partners who encounter children or adults
at risk in the course of their duties are expected to understand their responsibility and
where necessary take action to safeguard and promote the welfare of people so that
everyone can live their life free from harm, abuse, and neglect. The children we
provide with care and support are among the most vulnerable in our community, and
the services they receive are vital in keeping them safe. This action plan will ensure
we continue to provide a high standard of service.

7.3 When a child or young person enters the care of the Council, the role of being a parent

7.4

8.1

9.1

is taken on by the local authority. This constitutes Corporate Parenting. The Council
has the responsibility to seek positive outcomes for care experienced children and
young adults who are care leavers in the same way a good parent would for their own
child. Bridgend’s Corporate Parenting Strategy sets out the following commitments:

o We will keep you safe, give you somewhere comfortable to live where you are
cared for properly and make sure you have all that you need.

¢ We will make sure that all of those that work with you and support you are well
trained and treat you with dignity and respect

e We will work with you to understand your housing needs and make plans so
that we can support you.

e We will help you with the skills and information you need and develop a clear
pathway of support for you to live independently.

e We will strengthen the support given by all of your corporate parents; improve
the contact we have with you, and we will keep in touch to see how you are
doing after you are 18 years of age.

These will continue to be delivered through the action plan. From early years into
adulthood all our children, young people and young adults should be kept safe, happy
and have every opportunity to thrive.

Financial Implications

There are no direct financial implications arising from this report.

Recommendation

It is recommended that the Cabinet Committee — Corporate Parenting considers the
CIW findings report and approves the Action Plan.
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Background documents

None
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Arolygiaeth Gofal
‘ Cymru

Care Inspectorate

Wales

Claire Marchant

Director of Social Services
Children and Family Services
Bridgend County Borough Council
Civic Offices

Angel Street

CF31 4WB

Ein cyf/ Our ref: BCBC IC 23/06/2025

Dyddiad / Date: 04/09/2025

Dear Director,

This letter describes the findings of our Improvement Check (IC) visit to Bridgend
County Borough Council (BCBC) children’s services, in June 2025.

1.

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

Introduction

Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) completed a Performance Evaluation
Inspection in May 2022. In December 2022 we completed an IC to follow-up on
areas for improvement and noted the ‘local authority must continue to assure
itself of the priority status, pace, quality, delivery, and impact of its improvement
activity’.

In June 2023 CIW and partner inspectorates carried out a Joint Inspection of
Child Protection Arrangements (JICPA) in Bridgend. We found leaders and
partners had a shared vision and positive approach to safeguarding. The local
authority and partners had taken action to instigate learning following critical
incidents, there were ambitious plans to drive forward improvements, and it was
important to manage these changes with careful oversight.

CIW carry out inspection activity in accordance with the Social Services and
Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 and the quality standards in the Code of Practice
in relation to the performance and improvement of social services in Wales.
This helps us determine the effectiveness of local authorities in supporting,
measuring and sustaining improvements for people.

This IC focused on progress made in the areas for improvement, which were
identified during the inspection activities of 2022 and 2023. The table below
summarises our findings and further details are available throughout the report.
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Principle Areas of improvement identified in Progress identified at
2022-23 this Improvement
Check
People Seeking, hearing and recording the Improvements made
voice of the child and must be sustained
People People consistently feel listened to and | Some improvements
treated with dignity and respect made — further action is
required
People Workforce recruitment and retention Improvements made
and must be sustained
People Recording demographics and Improvements made
associates and must be sustained
People Management oversight Improvements made
and must be sustained
People Staff support, supervision, and training Improvements made
and must be sustained
Prevention | Provision of information, advice, and Some improvements
assistance (IAA). People receive the made — further action is
right support at the right time required
Prevention Placement sufficiency Some improvements

made — further action is
required

Partnerships

Thresholds for early help and statutory
services

Improvements made
and must be sustained

Partnerships

Learning from reviews and audits

Improvements made
and must be sustained

Well-being Compliance with statutory Improvements made
responsibilities and must be sustained

Well-being | Arrangements for supervised contact Improvements made
between children and their families and must be sustained

Well-being Identification and response to child Some improvements
exploitation made — further action is

required
Well-being Ensuring priority status, pace, quality, Improvements made

delivery, and impact of its improvement
activity

and must be sustained
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3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

Glossary of Terminology and Quantity Definitions

A glossary of terminology is contained in Appendix one and a table of quantity
definitions in Appendix two.

Summary of Improvement Check Findings

BCBC leaders have consistently prioritised children’s services, to support
sustained and timely improvements. This has significantly strengthened the
quality and delivery of social services functions. The local authority has moved
from having a fragile workforce and critical deficits in capacity, to an overall
position of stability. This is the most significant change made since 2022-23,
which underpins the local authority’s capacity to drive forward and sustain
improvements. This positive improvement has been achieved through
sustained focus on workforce well-being and practice quality.

The local authority promotes learning and takes action to make improvements
in a timely way. Following critical events, the local authority has prioritised
improvements with safeguarding arrangements. The JICPA 2023 found the
Bridgend Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) facilitates adherence to the
Wales Safeguarding Procedures (WSP) and encourages close partnership
working between agencies, but further improvements were needed in respect of
IT systems which support information sharing and the sufficiency of partner
resource. These improvements have been made, with an improved IT system
and sufficient partner resource in place.

In 2023-24 |leaders developed their 3-year strategic plan for child and family
services' (entitled ‘Think Family’) and a detailed business case for additional
funding. This received corporate support from council and enabled the
development of additional posts, including five Principal Officers (PO) who
support case management teams, implement family support strategies, oversee
early help services, oversee commissioning and placements, and drive the
transformation of child and family services. There is also a Signs of Safety
(SoS) consultant and officers to drive forward practice in relation to quality
assurance, policy, and corporate parenting/participation. The robust corporate
and political support for child and family is positive practice, which has
made a significant contribution to improved outcomes for people.

The local authority is embedding new arrangements for an integrated I1AA, early
help, locality (place-based teams working within communities) social work,
locality early intervention and edge of care services. This positive change is
supporting to improve outcomes for people, whilst reducing demand for

! Think Family - Improving Outcomes for Children and Families in Bridgend
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3.5

3.6

41

4.2

statutory services. This is creating capacity for an improved focus on practice
standards for children who need care and support. In this context, practitioners
are consistently meeting statutory duties, and child protection processes are
generally in line with requirements of the WSP.

Improvements in practice quality are driven by a 5-stage implementation plan
for the SoS methodology. SoS is built on a set of principles and values that are
solution focused, strengths based, and safety orientated?. Whilst practice
remains variable, leaders are working with staff to build skills and confidence,
and the consistency of practice is improving. Whilst it will take time to embed
this organisational change, practitioners are developing a shared understanding
of practice standards. The local authority should strengthen implementation
through improved focus on supporting partner agencies to understand and
embed approaches within their own organisations. Leaders are aware of this
issue and the PO for transformation has plans to strengthen communication
strategies and training opportunities, in collaboration with partner agencies.

Leaders and practitioners have demonstrated sustained commitment and focus
on securing improvements. This is complimented by constructive relationships
with partners and a commissioned programme of independent advice and
quality assurance. When combined with robust quality assurance activities, this
provides assurance that areas for improvement will be identified and monitored
in a timely way.

Key Findings and Evidence

Key findings and some examples of evidence are presented below in line with
the four principles of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014.

People - We asked:

How well is the local authority ensuring that people have a say in their lives and
can achieve what matters to them? How effective are leaders at developing a
stable, highly skilled, well qualified, and supported workforce?

Strengths

The local authority has co-produced a corporate parenting strategy with care
experienced young people, in the Bridgend Youth Forum. These young people
have been fully involved in selecting priorities and the design and content of the
strategy. The approach taken is ‘nothing about you without you’ and BCBC is
committed to meaningful participation in all aspects of corporate parenting.

Improvements in practice quality are dependent on the sufficiency and efficacy
of the workforce. In 2023 41% of the local authority workforce were agency

2 What Is Signs of Safety? - Signs of Safety
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4.3

4.4

4.5

4.6

staff, including a managed agency team which was in place for over 2 years.
Through sustained improvements, the local authority ensures practitioners
typically work with fewer than 20 children. “Think Family’ prioritised a ‘Grow
your Own’ programme for social work and there will be 12 Newly Qualified
Social Workers (NQSW) appointed next year. Leaders explored opportunities
for enhanced marketing campaigns, including international recruitment, and
received a Social Care Wales accolade in 2025 for developing and inspiring the
workforce3. In August 2024 the local authority successfully exited the
arrangement for a managed agency team, and agency staff accounted for 7%
of the workforce in June 2025. This is a significant change which
demonstrates their recruitment and retention strategy is delivering
desired outcomes.

Nearly all staff describe a significant culture shift in the last 2-3 years. This is
characterised by an increasingly reflective and collaborative approach across
all teams. This shift has improved staff morale, with teams developing a strong
sense of collaboration and shared purpose. Our staff survey response was
highly positive, with 86% indicating they would recommend working in BCBC to
a friend. Leaders are described as compassionate, committed, and focused on
workforce well-being. This positive practice has significantly improved
workforce recruitment, retention, and workforce stability.

The workforce includes many international and newly qualified social workers,
who need time and support to develop experience. The local authority has
implemented a case consultation process, which supports practitioners to
access senior management oversight and consultation in complex situations.
Operational management complete personal supervision in a timely way and
teams consistently use SoS and reflective spaces to promote outcome focused
interventions. The quality of case supervision would be strengthened further
with improved focus on the child’s lived experience, outcome focused actions,
follow-up, and evidence of reflective discussions.

Leaders and managers have a strong understanding of service strengths and
areas for improvement. The local authority implemented a system for enhanced
scrutiny and compliance monitoring following critical events and child practice
reviews. Since that time, oversight has been strengthened further with an
increasing focus on quality and a quality assurance framework supports
oversight of agreed practice standards, reflection, and learning. This positive
practice strengthens the local authority’s ability to evaluate how service
delivery impacts people’s outcomes.

Practitioners are positive about training and how this supports their professional
development. SoS training is valued, and the training department demonstrate
an innovative approach to practice improvement. For example, the SoS method
has been adapted to use an alternative approach for Care Experienced

32025 Accolades awards ceremony, winners and... | Social Care Wales
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4.7

4.8

4.9

4.10

Children (CEC), namely Signs of Stability. This positive practice is valued by
staff and supports to develop workforce efficacy.

Practitioners are increasingly seeking and hearing the voice of the child and
leaders have retained focus on improving practice in this area. We found good
examples of Signs of Safety being used to promote child centred approaches to
direct work with children. This includes regular use of direct work tools, such as
‘three houses’ and ‘words and pictures’. Practice would be strengthened with
consistency and increased focus on how the voice of the child is impacting
assessments, plans and outcomes.

Areas for improvement

The Signs of Safety methodology promotes a relationship grounded and
strength-based approach to practice. Leaders are embedding this
organisational change in a phased way and sustained improvements are
evident. However, practice remains variable and some teams are further ahead
with improvements, than others. This means some children and families are
experiencing the impact of improvements more than others. For example, when
safeguarding arrangements work well, professionals work with the whole family
and their network to co-produce safety plans and reduce risks in a timely way.
When it works less well, family strengths are not identified or utilised, and plans
become service led. In some files we also found fathers should have been
involved sooner in assessments and plans. Leaders are aware of this issue
and should retain focus on achieving consistent practice, across all staff
and teams.

Prevention - We asked:

How well is the local authority preventing the need for care and support and
ensuring the best outcomes for people? How effective are service
developments at ensuring people receive the right support at the right time?

Strengths

The IAA team is responsible for receiving contacts and referrals, providing
advice and assistance, assessing needs, and undertaking safeguarding
enquiries. The MASH acts as the single point of contact for all new
safeguarding concerns and brings together staff from BCBC, education, police,
and health services. IAA and MASH work closely together, with a shared focus
on improving access and pathways to support. The partnership working and
collaboration of agencies in the MASH is positive practice.

In 2023-24, leaders developed their 3-year strategic plan for C&F services,
entitled “Think Family’. This committed the Council to introducing new

arrangements for an integrated IAA, early help, locality social work, locality
early intervention and edge of care services. A commissioning strategy was
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4.1

implemented to drive improvement and investment across this continuum of
support. Family support services were integrated with Children and Family
Services, while education engagement and pupil support services remained the
responsibility of the education directorate.

Whilst the impact of these changes is the subject of ongoing review, early
indicators appear positive. For example, in November 2023-2024 there was a
16% reduction in the total number of children allocated to specialist teams,
including a 48% reduction in child protection allocations. Practitioners reported
increased confidence and improved decision-making through shared expertise
and closer collaboration. Most importantly, exit surveys indicate nearly all
people receiving early help services feel more able to make positive changes,
reporting improved resilience, having better emotional well-being and family
relationships, and being more confident to support their child’s development.
Similarly, 92% of children supported by edge of care services in 2024-25 were
successfully prevented from entering the care system. This is positive
practice which indicates need is being met in a timely way, whilst
reducing the need for care and support.

Areas for improvement

4.12 The local authority works closely with an improvement partner to review service

outcomes and areas for development. This process highlighted the need for
family support to streamline systems, develop more intensive targeted support,
and reform parenting support. There are some vacancies in key posts and gaps
in service sufficiency, including services for adolescents, mental health,
emotional well-being, neurodiversity, and vacancies for specialist exploitation
workers and the integrated family support service. These gaps have led to
some delays in people receiving timely support, and we identified examples
where contingency planning for ending support could be

improved. Recruitment is underway, and leaders should continue to
develop services in line with their Family Support Commissioning
Strategy. The local authority should also review its communication
strategy to ensure staff and partners are clear about available services
and referral pathways.

4.13 Leaders are working through local and national challenges, to develop

placement sufficiency for supported accommodation and regulated services. A
Children, Young Person and Transition Commissioning Strategy 2023-2028
outlines plans for improvement, but there remains a projected gap in sufficiency
beyond 2028. The general shortage of foster carers and the specific shortage
of skilled foster carers and residential care homes who can care for children
with the greatest needs, are of particular concern. Leaders should continue
to implement plans in the local authority commissioning strategy, to
support timely improvements.
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4.14 Whilst placements Operating without Registration (OWR) are only used in
exceptional circumstances, and their use is reducing, there are a small number
of children who are placed in services providing care and support that are not
registered as required by law. The local authority must ensure children are
not placed in unregistered services and must continue its efforts to
identify suitable, registered placements.

4.15 Placement sufficiency in foster care is partly dependent on the support for
carers and the local authority approach to retention. Leaders have plans to
improve approaches with matching, training, and placement support. The
fostering service and Care Experienced Children Team (CECT) have recently
appointed permanent managers, and practitioners report improved practice and
morale. Whilst the fostering service and CECT are increasingly working
together to strengthen placement stability, foster carers report mixed views
about the impact and sustainability of these changes. Leaders should ensure
the fostering service and CECT retain priority focus, to ensure
improvements are made in a timely way.

Well-being — We asked:

How well is the local authority protecting people from abuse and neglect? How
effective are service developments at addressing priority areas for improvement
to safeguard children?

Strengths

4.16 The local authority responds to safeguarding enquiries in a timely way and
responds to referrers as required in the WSP. Partners are consistently invited
and contribute to the safeguarding process. Nearly all children receive visits in
line with the requirements of the WSP, and child protection conferences and
CEC Reviews are timely. The local authority has addressed improvements
required from the JICPA and ensures minutes and plans are shared following
these meetings. Core groups would be strengthened further if meetings were
consistently in person and with improved focus on developing the outline plan
from conference.

4.17 Practitioners mostly identify and make the active offer of advocacy. It is positive
the offer of formal advocacy is expanding, and parental advocacy is now
considered alongside advocacy for children. We saw examples of Independent
Reviewing Officers (IRO) checking and ensuring children were provided with
the active offer. Despite this, the uptake of advocacy is somewhat lower than
expected and leaders are working with practitioners to better understand this
issue. We identified examples where the offer of parental advocacy would have
been appropriate and was not considered. However, informal advocacy is
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nearly always available to parents in the safeguarding process, when formal
advocacy is not offered or accepted.

4.18 The local authority has developed a central contact team who support

supervised contact for CEC and children subject to the Public Law Outline
(PLO) process. This dedicated resource is significantly improving the timeliness
and quality of contact, whilst creating capacity for practitioners to focus on care
and support planning.

4.19 Leaders have developed an effective Assuring Quality and Learning

Framework to systemically monitor and evaluate practice. This aims to support
learning and development, improved practice, and the best possible outcomes
for people. An essential element of the framework is to promote critical thinking
and professional curiosity through meaningful feedback from practitioners,
partners, and people with lived experience. For example, staff complete
appreciative enquiries*, and leaders have recently adopted the Most Significant
Change® method to hear people’s stories and develop an understanding of how
and when change happens for people. This positive practice is rolling out
across all teams and leaders should continue to support this advanced
approach to learning and quality assurance.

Areas for improvement

4.20 Leaders are aware of increasing concerns regarding the exploitation of children

4.21

and the impact of online harm. A regional strategy was co-produced with
people and partners in April 2025. Regional practice guidance, training,
prevention panels, and tools were created for implementation. A local multi-
agency plan has clear actions and a governance structure to oversee
improvements. This includes exploitation training for the workforce and multi-
agency partners. The local authority has invested in 3 specialist posts, which
will strengthen the strategic and operational response to these concerns. This
is a significant improvement following the JICPA 2023, and these developments
are beginning to strengthen practice and management oversight. However, the
strategy is not yet fully embedded, and there remains inconsistencies in how
exploitation is identified across agencies. Leaders should continue to embed
consistent approaches to safeguarding children from exploitation. This
should include continuing to explore opportunities for multi-agency
training, reflection, and shared learning.

Whilst the local authority generally records demographics and associates, we
found case recordings were not always completed in a timely or consistent
manner. Records should be accurate, objective, understandable, complete, and
up-to-date. They should fully reflect and respect the views of the person

4 A strengths-based approach to creating change. This involves listening to the experiences of people, exploring
what is already working, and how to build on that.
5 Deep handbook Eng.pdf
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concerned, contain an appropriate level of analysis to support decisions made,
and evidence sound professional judgement and decision making. Leaders
should work with practitioners to develop and embed agreed standards
for record keeping.

4.22 Whilst many assessments and plans provide a detailed summary of service
interventions and next steps, there is a loss of focus on proportionality and
analysis of need. Some assessments and plans would be strengthened with an
improved focus on risk, harm, strengths, safety, the voice of the child, and
outcomes. It is particularly important the child and significant family members
are consistently included in this process and plans are co-produced. SoS
provides an opportunity for family network meetings and safety plans to reduce
escalations through this strength-based approach. Leaders are working with
staff to build skills and confidence, and the consistency of practice is improving.
Leaders should continue to review the quality of assessments and plans
and share learning to support practice improvements.

4.23 The IRO service is piloting the SoS approach in child protection case
conferences. This provides an opportunity to make the conference process
more inclusive, and strength based. Parents/caregivers are actively
encouraged to attend and contribute. However, the voice of the child, their lived
experience and their wishes and feelings could be heard in a more impactful
way. Subject to their age and level of understanding, children must be
invited and supported to take part in meetings held in line with the WSP;
and all meetings held in line with child protection processes should start
with the child’s story®.

4.24 Recordings for case conference do not sufficiently focus on the information
recorded being understood by family members. The written record of
conference is a crucial working document and leaders should ensure
record keeping is in line with the requirements of the WSP.

4.25 The IRO service plans to review the SoS pilot and will seek the views of family
members, as part of this process. Leaders should continue to ensure
improvements to the conference process are co-produced with people.

Partnership - We asked:

How well are partners working together to deliver high-quality, sustainable
outcomes for people? How well have strategic partnerships continued to work
together, to secure continuous improvements?

Strengths

4.26 We saw collaborative partnership working at operational and strategic levels.
This is critical to ensure improvements are delivered and sustained, and the

6 Full report - Rapid Review of Child Protection Arrangements FINAL FOR PUBLICATION
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well-being of children and families is consistently promoted and protected.
Leaders have a positive professional support network from which it can
draw expertise, knowledge, support, and constructive challenge.

4.27 Effective and mature partnership arrangements between agencies are
supporting a coordinated multi-agency response to safeguarding concerns.
There is a positive focus on safeguarding across the local authority. A
culture of safeguarding is promoted as everyone’s collective
responsibility.

4.28 Leaders have responded to areas for improvement identified through inspection
activities. The initial response prioritised improvements required with workforce
stability and safeguarding arrangements. Subsequent priorities included
improvements to early help and prevention, fostering services, and contact
arrangements. The local authority has also worked with partners to embed SoS
and strengthen commissioned arrangements. Whilst some improvements are
more established than others, leaders have retained focus on priorities and
sought to maintain and sustain progress. There has been a positive
approach to change management.

4.29 The local authority and multi-agency partners have developed an improved
understanding of threshold for referrals into the MASH. MASH have developed
a professionals advice line for discussions about safeguarding concerns.
Partners told us the professional advice line has had a positive impact.
This is positive practice.

4.30 Operational partners work well together and there is confidence in decision
making for safeguarding. This is supported by effective systems for escalation
and a healthy culture of professional challenge. For example, fortnightly MASH
interface meetings and a Joint Operational Group (JOG) provide opportunity for
multi-agency reflection and constructive challenge. This is positive practice
and leaders should continue to strengthen these arrangements.

Areas for improvement

4.31 The local authority has brought the majority of early help services into the Child
and Family directorate, from the Education directorate. This change has been
well received by most staff and is supporting improved discussions about
prevention and thresholds for care and support. However, some staff would
benefit from an improved understanding of these changes. Leaders should
continue to work with education partners to develop a shared
understanding of roles and responsibilities.

4.32 There is draft regional guidance on thresholds for care and support. This was
developed with multi-agency partners and is nearing publication. Leaders
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should continue to work with partners locally and regionally, to
implement threshold guidance in a timely and robust way.

4.33 Partners identified some inconsistent practice in relation to exploitation,
professional concerns, and the operational response to the Children (Abolition
of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020. Leaders should
continue to work with partners and seek feedback on these specific areas
of practice, to ensure improvements are made in a timely way.

4.34 Some partners would welcome further multi-agency training in respect of SoS,
exploitation, thresholds, and safeguarding. Leaders should continue to work
with partners to develop an agreed approach to multi-agency training and
practice.

4.35 The Cwm Taf Morgannwg Emergency Duty Team (EDT) covers Bridgend,
Merthyr Tydfil, and Rhondda Cynon Taf (RCT). The service must provide help
in a crisis to vulnerable adults, children in need and their families. Partners and
practitioners reported challenges with staff sufficiency, record keeping, and
practice. Leaders should work with regional partners to review these
arrangements and promote improvements in a timely way.

5. Next Steps

CIW expects the local authority to consider the areas identified for improvement
and take appropriate action to address and improve these areas. CIW will
monitor progress through its ongoing performance review activity with the local
authority. Where relevant, we expect the local authority to share the positive
practice identified with other local authorities, to disseminate learning and help
drive continuous improvement in statutory services throughout Wales.

6. Methodology

Fieldwork

e Most inspection evidence was gathered by reviewing the experiences of 24
people through review and tracking of their social care record. We reviewed
21 social care records and tracked 3

e Tracking a person’s social care record includes having conversations with the
person in receipt of social care services, their family or carers, key worker, the
key worker’s manager, and were appropriate other professionals involved

« We engaged, through interviews, observations and/or focus groups, with 8
people receiving services and/or their carer

« We engaged, through interviews and/or focus groups with 48 local authority
employees (this included social workers, team managers, operational and
strategic managers, the head of service, and director of social services

« We interviewed a range of partner organisations

e We reviewed a sample of staff supervision files
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« We observed reflective sessions and an initial child protection case
conference

o We reviewed supporting documentation sent to CIW for the purpose of the
inspection

« We administered surveys to local authority social services staff, partner
organisations and people

Our Privacy Notice can be found at https://careinspectorate.wales/how-we-use-
your-information.

7. Welsh Language

CIW is committed to providing an active offer of the Welsh language during its
activity with local authorities. The active offer was not required on this occasion.
This is because the local authority informed us people taking part did not wish
to contribute to this improvement check in Welsh.

8. Acknowledgements
CIW would like to thank staff, partners and people who gave their time and

contributed to this inspection.

Yours sincerely,

Lou Bushell-Bauers
Head of Local Authority Inspection
Care Inspectorate Wales
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Appendix 1

Glossary of Terminology

Term What we mean in our reports and letters

Must Improvement is deemed necessary in order for the local
authority to meet a duty outlined in legislation, regulation or
code of practice. The local authority is not currently meeting
its statutory duty/duties and must take action.

Should Improvement will enhance service provision and/or

outcomes for people and/or their carer. It does not
constitute a failure to meet a legal duty at this time; but
without suitable action, there is a risk the local authority may
fail to meet its legal duty/duties in future.

Positive practice

Identified areas of strength within the local authority. This
relates to practice considered innovative and/or which
consistently results in positive outcomes for people
receiving statutory services.

Prevention and
Early Intervention

A principle of the Act which aims to ensure there is access
to support to prevent situations from getting worse, and to
enhance the maintenance of individual and collective well-
being. This principle centres on increasing preventative
services within communities to minimise the escalation of
critical need.

Voice and Control

A principle of the Act which aims to put the individual and
their needs at the centre of their care and support; and
giving them a voice and control over their outcomes. This
can help them achieve their well-being outcomes and the
things that matter most to them.

Well-being

A principle of the Act which aims for people to have well-
being in every part of their lives. Well-being is more than
being healthy. It is about being safe and happy, having
choice and getting the right support, being part of a strong
community, having friends and relationships that are good
for you, and having hobbies, work or learning. It is about
supporting people to achieve their own well-being and
measuring the success of care and support.

Co-Production

A principle of the Act which aims for people to be more
involved in the design and provision of their care and
support. It means organisations and professionals working
with them and their family, friends and carers so their care
and support is the best it can be.
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Multi-Agency
working

A principle of the Act which aims to strengthen joint working
between care and support organisations to make sure the
right types of support and services are available in local
communities to meet people’s needs. The summation of the
Act states there is a requirement for co-operation and
partnership by public authorities.

What matters

‘What Matters’ conversations are a way for professionals to
understand people’s situation, their current well-being, and
what can be done to support them. It is an equal
conversation and is important to help ensure the voice of
the individual or carer is heard and ‘what matters’ to them.

Appendix 2

Quantity Definitions Table

Terminology Definition

Nearly all With very few exceptions
Most 90% or more

Many 70% or more

A majority Over 60%

Half 50%

Around half Close to 50%

A minority Below 40%

Few Below 20%

Very few Less than 10%

Page 95

Page 15 of 15




This page is intentionally left blank



Children’s Social Care
June 2025 - Care Inspectorate Wales — Improvement Check

ACTION PLAN

/6 abed

REF | AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE TIMESCALE | BRAG
Pel Retain focus on implemgnting Signs Workforce Transformation workstream meets 6- PO Transformation March 2026

of Safgty mode.l of practice, weekly and governs SofS implementation including

achieving consistent ways of QA activity ensure that Sofs is embedded across

working across all staff and teams. | teams.

Consultant Social Worker will support specific teams
to ensure SofS is embedded across all teams.(RIF
funded).

SofS Champion event to be held to ensure full
understanding of role and responsibility for each team

CIG to continue to be used as a practice forum to
celebrate good practice and areas for development

Reflective Sessions involving partners to continue to
be held.




Page 98



o
é’ REF | AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE TIMESCALE | BRAG
Q)
@ - -
O Implement the recommendations and actions
Continue to develop services in line gontamed_ W'.thm the Family Support
with the Family Support ommissioning strategy
Commissioning Strategy; review the %
Pr 1 communication strategy to ensure PO Family support March 2027
staff and partners are clear about Family Support
available services and referral Action Plan_0506202,
pathways Multi-Agency board to monitor implementation of
the strategy
_ _ _ Implement the Eliminate Profit action plan to
Continue to.lmpleme.nt P'aDS in the develop services to prevent children from
local authority commissioning becoming looked-after and those that need to exit
strategy, to support timely care. .
Pr 2 [improvements. N Head of Service/PO March 2027
% Commissioning
FOSTERING
Eliminating Profit and
Ensure that children are not placed
ora in unregistered services and To increase foster carer availability and capacity. PO Placements and June 2026
I'S |continue efforts to identi itable, . . . . , ecinni une
Hind rts to identify sul Increase internal residential provision capacity. Commissioning, GMs
registered placements.




00T abed

Ensure there are clear and timely plans for
children’s move on from care.

Use the re-modelling fostering board to monitor
progress linked to the above actions

Pr4

Ensure the fostering service and
CECT retain priority focus, to
ensure improvements are made in a
timely way.

To continue to monitor performance, compliance,
staff surveys, outcomes, staffing to prevent any
impact on service delivery

IRO service to continue to monitor quality of care
planning and escalate issues to TM’s and GMs
when required to do so.

PO Case Management and Transition to improve
practice across CECT and Care leaving teams
ensuring that SofS and care planning is evident in
all teams

GM Provider Services
and GM Case
Management and
Transition

June 2026




TOT abed

REF | AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE TIMESCALE | BRAG
W1 Continue to embed consistent
approaches to safeguarding
children from exploitation. This To implement the exploitation strategy and develop GM Locality Hubs June 2026
should include continuing to explore| our exploitation service and then monitor the impact of
opportunities for multi-agency the service on outcomes for children.
training, reflection, and shared
learning. .
-
Exploitation
Strategy.docx
Multi-agency training to be delivered to teams via
Regional Safeguarding board.
Exploitation Champions to continue to meet and
promote the exploitation strategy and approaches to
working with children and families.
W 2 |Work with practitioners to develop | Refresh record keeping guidance and ensure teams QA Officer/PO June 2026
and embed agreed standards for are implementing consistently via QA activity. Transformation
record keeping. Training to be developed and delivered to teams to
ensure consistency in recording.
W 3 Continue to review the quality of Continue to implement the QA framework, MSC and PO Transformation/SMT June 2026
assessments and plans and share | geryice based audits to identify good practice and
areas for development.




20T abed

REF | AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE TIMESCALE | BRAG
learning to support practice
improvements. Reflective sessions to continue to be held across
teams and partners.
CIG to continue to be a forum to promote good
practice
Action learning sets to continue to be held across
teams.
W 4 Subject to thelr ag'e and level of To record and reflect that children are being invited to PO Transformation and June 2026
understanding, children mustbe | cp conferences and that SofS is being implemented IRO Team
invited and supported to take part in| consistently with the voice of the child evident Manager/SCWDP
meetings held in line with the WSP; | throughout.
and all meetings held in line with
child protection processes should Imol Sofs ¢ for all CP ¢
start with the child’s story. mplement SofS conferences for a conferences.
IRO team development to ensure child’s story
commences a CP conference
W5 Ensure case conference record To review the approach to minute taking and that GM Business June 2026

keeping is in line with the
requirements of the WSP.

notes are proportionate and reflect the strengths, risks
and needs within families clearly.

Support/IRO Team
Manager/GM Locality
Hubs




€0T abed

REF | AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE TIMESCALE | BRAG
Training to be provided to business support staff on
expectations on minute taking.
W 6 [Continue to ensure improvements | To continue implement SofS conferences consistently | GM June 2026
to the conference process are co- | and ensure that the voice of children and families are | IAA/Safeguarding/IRO

produced with people

at the centre.

Increase the number of children participating in their
CP conference through the child’s social worker
having early discussions with families regarding
attendance.

Team Manager




o
b
_

seek feedback on specific areas of
practice - exploitation, professional
concerns, and the operational

response to the Children (Abolition

such as JOG progress related to exploitation,
professional concern and any other areas of multi-
agency practice.

REF | AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE TIMESCALE | BRAG
Pa 1l |[Continue to work with education To continue with attendance at Team Bridgend, GM IAA/Safeguarding June 2026
partners to develop a shared Primary Federation and BASSH.
understanding of roles and
responsibilities. _ o _ _
Continue with interface with EEYP directorate PO Family Support
SofS multi-agency training to commence with
Education services by end of 2025
Pa 2 |Continue to work with partners to To launch local threshold guidance and hold raising GM IAA/Safeguarding March 2026
implement threshold guidance in a | awareness sessions of the guidance with relevant
timely and robust way. partners.
Reflective sessions continue to be held with partners
to develop shared understanding of thresholds.
SofS multi-agency training to delivered to all partners.
Pa3 Continue to work with partners and To review with partners in our multi-agency forums Deputy HOS March 2026




fa¥ate ey 2t o M0 |
JU L 9YvEa

of Defence of Reasonable
Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 - to
ensure improvements are made in a
timely way.

Reflective sessions continue to be held with partners
to develop shared understanding of thresholds.

SofS multi-agency training to delivered to all partners

Continue to work with partners to

Pa 4 To review what multi-agency training is currently SCWDP March 2026
develop an agreed approach to delivered and where opportunities present to enhance
multi-agency training and practice. | multi-agency sessions.
Develop joint training with Health, Education and SWP
on best practice linked to children and family support
Pa5 Wo.rk with regional partners to To attend EDT management board and feed into GM Locality Hubs September
review EDT arrangements and service development, 2025
promote improvements in a timely
way.
Create an interface with EDT with the GM : September
IAA/Safeguarding to discuss any operational issues. GM IAA/Safeguarding 2025

BRAG STATUS - KEY

Action Complete

Action On Track

Action Mainly On Track
With Some Minor Issues
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Action Not On Track, Not
Yet Meeting Performance
Targets




Agenda Iltem 8

Meeting of:

CABINET COMMITTEE COPORATE PARENTING

Date of Meeting:

29 OCTOBER 2025

Report Title: CARE INSPECTORATE WALES (CIW) FOSTERING SERVICE
INSPECTION JUNE 2025

Report Owner: CORPORATE DIRECTOR SOCIAL SERVICES AND

Responsible Chief WELLBEING

Officer / Cabinet

Member

Responsible DAN BOLTON

Officer:

GROUP MANAGER - PROVIDER SERVICES

Policy Framework
and Procedure
Rules:

There is no effect upon the policy framework and procedure
rules.

Executive
Summary:

This report presents the findings of the Care Inspectorate
Wales (CIW) inspection of Bridgend County Borough
Council’s fostering service, which took place in June 2025.
The inspection followed a previous inspection in November
2023, where eight areas were identified as requiring
significant improvement.

CIW found that progress has been made in all areas with
some requiring further improvement. Particular strengths
related to safeguarding, oversight, and the support provided
to prospective carers. The service has benefited from recent
leadership stability and a clear strategic focus on improving
outcomes for children.

However, three areas continue to require further
improvement: the robustness of matching processes,
consistency in the review and monitoring of foster carers,
and the quality and delivery of carer training.

CIW did not issue any Priority Action Notices which reflects
that some improvements had been made across all areas.
The Authority has already taken steps to address these
areas as part of a wider service remodelling programme. An
improvement plan is in place and will be monitored through
the Council’s governance mechanisms including the
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regulatory tracker which is reported to the Governance and
Audit Committee and robust scrutiny at regular intervals to
be determined by the Committee.

1.1

1.2

2.1

2.2

2.3

24

2.5

2.6

Purpose of Report

The purpose of this report is to present to Cabinet Committee - Corporate Parenting
the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) inspection report following the inspection of
Bridgend County Borough Council’s (BCBC) fostering service in June 2025, and to
request approval of the associated action plan.

The report was presented to the Social Services, Health and Wellbeing Overview and
Scrutiny Committee on 25" September 2025 and was well received and the service
is currently awaiting feedback from the Committee.

Background

CIW undertook an inspection of BCBC'’s fostering service between 23 to 27" June
2025. The inspection follows a previous visit in November 2023, where whilst good
practice was evidenced eight areas were identified as requiring significant
improvement.

The fostering service comprises a general fostering team and a kinship and
permanence team. The service recruits, assesses, supervises and supports foster
carers (including connected persons) to provide safe, nurturing placements for
children.

The inspection focused on the following themes:

Well-being

Care and Support
Environment

Leadership and Management

The inspection included case tracking, staff and carer focus groups, observation of
practice, and review of documentation, complaints, compliments, and surveys.

CIW found that progress had been made in five of the eight areas previously identified
as requiring improvement and needs to be sustained, including safeguarding,
governance, and training and information provided to prospective carers.

CIW noted that recent management stability over the previous 6 months brought
more consistency and clear strategic commitment to service improvement.

Current situation/ proposal

Page 108



3.1

The CIW inspection report is attached at Appendix 1.

3.2 Summary of findings
3.2.1 The table below summarises CIW findings and further details are available
throughout the full report. It should be noted that there were no areas for improvement
identified where no improvements had been made.
Principle Areas of Improvement | Progress Identified at
Identified in 2023 June 2025 Inspection
Leadership & Oversight and Improvements made and
Management governance of the must be sustained
service
Leadership & Application of policies Improvements made and
Management and procedures must be sustained
Well-being Safeguarding Improvements made and
arrangements — safety must be sustained
and protection from
harm
Care & Support Foster carers’ delivery of | Some improvements
safe and supportive care | made — further action is
required
Care & Support Monitoring and Some improvements
reviewing foster carers’ | made — further action is
responsibilities required
Care & Support Foster carer training, Some improvements
support, and information | made — further action is
required
Leadership & Training, advice and Improvements made and
Management guidance for prospective | must be sustained
carers
Leadership & Adherence to statutory Improvements made and
Management and regulatory must be sustained
responsibilities across
the fostering service
3.3 Recommendations and Next Steps
3.3.1 An Action Plan has been developed in response to the recommendations made by

CIW and can be found at Appendix 2. The actions in the attached plan are cross-
referenced with the actions in the Children and Families 3-year strategic plan
approved by Council in September 2023 to ensure there is alignment and no
duplication of effort. The progress to implement the actions will be overseen through
the Social Services and Wellbeing Quality and Performance Framework and reported
to the Social Services Improvement Board chaired by the Leader of the Council. The
improvements required will be integrated into the Council’s regulatory tracker which
is reported to Governance and Audit Committee and can be scrutinised regularly by
Overview and Scrutiny Committee at a frequency to be determined by the Committee.
CIW have indicated they will be monitoring the Council’'s performance and progress
in achieving the improvements required.
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5.1

Equality implications (including Socio-economic Duty and Welsh Language)

The protected characteristics identified within the Equality Act, Socio-economic Duty
and the impact on the use of the Welsh Language have been considered in the
preparation of this report. As a public body in Wales the Council must consider the
impact of strategic decisions, such as the development or the review of policies,
strategies, services and functions. It is considered that there will be no significant or
unacceptable equality impacts as a result of this report.

Well-being of Future Generations implications and connection to Corporate
Well-being Objectives

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides the basis for driving
a different kind of public service in Wales, with five ways of working to guide how the
Authority should work to deliver wellbeing outcomes for people. The following is a
summary to show how the five ways of working to achieve the well-being goals have
been considered in this report:

e Long-term -The fostering service is being remodelled to ensure it meets
the evolving needs of children, carers, and the workforce in a sustainable
way. Improvements to governance, recruitment, and carer support are
intended to secure positive long-term outcomes for children and young
people.

e Prevention - The focus on improving placement stability, matching
processes, and trauma-informed support helps prevent placement
breakdowns and escalation of need. Early identification of carer support
requirements and the development of behaviour support services are also
key preventative actions.

e Integration - The fostering service works in close partnership with
children’s social work teams, education, health, and regional Foster Wales
colleagues. The improvements being made are integrated within wider
children’s services strategies and linked to the local authority’s Corporate
Parenting and Sufficiency objectives.

e Collaboration - The ongoing remodelling process involves carers, staff,
senior managers, and partners. Engagement events, working groups, and
consultations have ensured that collaborative voices shape service
redesign and improvement planning.

e Involvement - Care-experienced children, foster carers, and staff have
been actively involved in providing feedback through focus groups,
surveys, CLA reviews, and youth voice forums. This feedback is central to
shaping a more responsive, user-led fostering service.

5.2 This report assists in the achievement of the following corporate well-being objectives

under the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015:

e Helping people and communities to be more healthy and resilient — by
strengthening foster placements, supporting carers, and improving outcomes
for looked after children and care leavers.
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6.1

6.2

71

7.2

7.3

7.4

8.1

9.

9.1

e Smarter use of resources — by aligning service improvement to existing
structures, reducing reliance on agency staff, and promoting carer retention
and development to maximise in-house capacity.

Climate Change and Nature Implications

There are no direct climate or nature change implications associated with the report
and associated action plan at this stage.

The importance of decarbonisation to help protect and sustain the environment over
the long term and in line with our climate change ambitions will be considered and
promoted as and when strategies identified within the action plan are implemented.

Safeguarding and Corporate Parent Implications

This inspection relates directly to the Council’s responsibilities for safeguarding and
corporate parenting within its local authority fostering service.

The CIW report acknowledges that safeguarding arrangements within the fostering
service have improved, with stronger links between the fostering and safeguarding
teams. Staff are included in safeguarding meetings, and the use of individualised
safer care plans and safety agreements has been strengthened. Improvements in
leadership and governance have also contributed to more effective oversight of
safeguarding practice.

However, the inspection also identified areas where further improvement is needed
to fully safeguard children — notably in relation to matching processes, consistency
of carer reviews, and the availability and impact of training. Addressing these areas
is key to ensuring children live in placements where their needs are fully understood
and met.

The Council, as corporate parent, must ensure children in foster care are not only
safe but are supported to thrive. The improvement plan addresses these expectations
by embedding trauma-informed practice, strengthening carer support, and promoting
placement stability. This reflects the Council’s ongoing commitment to its corporate
parenting duties and to improving the experience and outcomes for looked after
children.

Financial Implications

There are no direct financial implications associated with this report.

Recommendation

It is recommended that the Cabinet Committee — Corporate Parenting considers the
CIW findings report and approves the associated Action Plan.

Background documents
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qQom™ Inspection Report
Care Inspectorate

Wales

Foster Wales Bridgend

Level 2 the Civic Offices, Angel Street, Bridgend, CF31 4WB

01656642336

Date of inspection visits:

23/06/2025, 24/06/2025, 25/06/2025,
26/06/2025, 27/06/2025

/Service Information: \

Operated by: Bridgend County Borough Council Adults and
Children's Services

Care Type: LA Fostering Service

Main language(s): English

Promotion of Welsh language and The service provider anticipates, identifies, and

culture: meets the Welsh language and culture needs of
people.

- /
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Themes:

@ Well-being

@ Care & Support

@ Environment

N/ 2

P
@ Leadership & Management

(& )
Summary:

Foster Wales Bridgend recruit, asses, train, supervise and support general foster carers and
connected person carers to meet the needs of children looked after. The service comprises of a
general fostering team and kinship and permanence team. This inspection follows a previous
inspection in November 2023 where eight areas were identified as requiring significant
improvement.

This inspection has found the service has improved in five areas. Progress was initially impacted by
instability in leadership, management and workforce. A new group manager and general manager
have brought more stability and there is a clear commitment to develop the service to improve
outcomes for children. We found improvements to safeguarding processes, oversight and
governance arrangements, policies and procedures and the training and information provided to
prospective carers. Area’s which require further improvement include standards of care and
support which includes matching processes, carers annual reviews of fostering and carer support
and training. The service is undergoing a ‘remodel’ which is looking at all areas of service delivery.
Most areas identified at this inspection as requiring improvement have already been identified by
the Local Authority provider, who has provided assurances further action will be taken.
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Findings:

)
@ Well-being
\_

Children are encouraged to share their views about the care they receive. They are supported to
attend their Children Looked After (CLA) reviews where possible and have access to independent
advocacy. Foster carers play a vital role in advocating for children’s needs and perspectives. While
there are systems to gather children’s views during carers’ annual fostering reviews, consistency
requires further improvement. Children are not always consulted about changes in their household,
including the arrival of new children. The service has engaged with the Local Authority’s youth
voice forum, which includes care-experienced young people, to shape future service development.
Efforts are ongoing to embed children’s voices more meaningfully into service planning and
delivery.

Carers support children’s health by ensuring attendance at medical appointments, promoting
healthy lifestyles, and supporting their emotional well-being. Health is monitored through annual
assessments, CLA reviews, and supervision sessions. Carers act on health concerns and refer to
specialist services when needed. Referrals can be made for children to receive support to
understand their life journey and previous trauma, by an external provider. This provider offers
weekly consultations to staff in the team, alongside training and support to carers to understand
children’s needs and how best to respond, using a trauma informed approach.

Carers promote school attendance and advocate for children’s educational needs, working
collaboratively with education professionals. The service monitors education and leisure during
visits and CLA reviews, with tutoring being provided to children who require additional support with
their education attainment. Children participate in enjoyable activities which support their well-being
and reflect typical family life. This includes attending clubs, participating in sports, day trips and
holidays. HALO leisure cards are provided to children and carers to access local facilities. This has
been extended to include soft play for younger children. A charity established by carers raises
funds for events and trips throughout the year for children and their foster families. These provide
opportunities for children and their carers to have fun, create positive memories, develop
friendships and links in the fostering community.

Children are supported to maintain meaningful relationships with family and friends, tailored to their
individual needs. Some remain with carers into adulthood through “When I'm Ready”
arrangements. Carers are supported if they wish to pursue Special Guardianship Orders for
children, to provide them long-term stability. Safeguarding arrangements have improved, with
prompt action taken when concerns arise. Staff report better communication and information
sharing. However, matching processes still require improvement, as they do not always fully
consider all risks to children’s well-being.
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@ Care & Support

- J

The Local Authority works closely with colleagues from Foster Wales and has improved efforts to
recruit more foster carers. Regional collaboration and targeted campaigns have been positively
received and generated new carers being approved. Placement availability is an ongoing issue
across the sector. There are not enough carers to meet the diverse needs of children who require
foster care. Half the children who are supported by the service are cared for by connected person
carers who already have an established relationship, supporting children’s identity and sense of
belonging. Leaders are focusing on carer retention alongside the recruitment efforts.

Referrals to the service are made to the placement team which no longer sits within the fostering
service. Staff told us there has been improved collaboration and their professional input is
increasingly recognised and valued when making decisions about suitable matches for children.
We found improved processes around matching and these are in the early stages of being
embedded consistently. This includes a matching form and records of planning meetings. Where
used well, they provide valuable opportunities for key professionals to assess suitability, identify
potential risks, and determine ongoing support needs. Some records do not provide a clear rational
for decision making or consider the views of all children. General carers told us they mostly receive
enough information about children, prior to caring for them. Where planned, introductions are well
managed. All general carers have an online profile which includes information about them, their
household and photographs which are shared with children and support them to be prepared for
meeting their new carers.

The service has identified an area for further development is their processes for assessing and
planning longer-term care arrangements. We found no evidence of discussions with carers about
their long-term capacity, commitment, strengths of these arrangements and potential impact. This
would provide opportunities to identify potential risks and preventative measures which would
support children’s stability and longer-term outcomes. General carers are approved to care for a
maximum of three children. In exceptional circumstances an exemption can be agreed for carers to
care for more than three children. We found these have not been used in exceptional
circumstances as described in legislation. Improvements have been made to documentation
around these arrangements, but not all records of decisions evidence the service considers risks
and impact on all children involved, to ensure the welfare and stability of each child is promoted.
This remains an area which requires improvement.

Improvements have been made to safeguarding arrangements which ensure children are safe.
Concerns are referred promptly, enabling swift intervention and support. Communication between
the fostering and safeguarding teams has strengthened, ensuring there is a collaborative approach
to child protection. Staff told us they are included in safeguarding meetings ensuring the fostering
perspective is embedded in key decision-making processes. We found examples of comprehensive
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safety plans being implemented to safeguard children’s well-being. Safer care agreements have
also been enhanced, are now tailored to each child’s unique needs, identifying risks and providing
guidance to carers on how they should mitigate these. Significant incidents are now recorded on
carers records which include any safeguarding concerns and the actions taken. These include
management oversight. Most staff have completed ‘signs of safety’ training which is embedded in
other areas of children services. Leaders plan to embed this further into the fostering service.

Carers receive regular supervision support visits, which provide opportunity to discuss children’s
care and support. We found these did not consistently have a clear focus on how the care and
support delivered is supporting children’s personal outcomes. Leaders told us they are actively
exploring ways to enhance the monitoring and evaluation of children’s outcomes. Supervising
social workers complete unannounced visits at least annually which provide a valuable opportunity
to observe how children’s needs are promoted and met.

Where risks are identified to children’s stability, meetings are arranged and chaired by a senior
social worker to identify support to prevent a breakdown in relationships. Re-unification workers
based in the service provide immediate additional support to manage these risks. Leaders told us
reflective discussions are being arranged for professionals who work with children who have
experienced multiple breakdowns, to identify any patterns and lessons learnt.

Behaviour analysts from an external provider have been commissioned to offer support to children,
carers and staff. They attend the service weekly and offer consultations, reflective discussions and
training. Carers told us the trauma informed training provided is valuable and has supported them
to better understand children’s needs. The support children have received from the service includes
therapy and life journey work to help them process their previous experiences. Carers report this
service is invaluable, but more resources are needed. Leaders recognise the demand for these
services and continuously review whether additional resources are needed to meet children’s
needs.
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@ Environment
_

Foster Wales Bridgend is based within the local authority’s civic offices, offering a well-equipped
working environment. Staff benefit from a designated open-plan office space, situated near
colleagues from other children’s services teams, which supports collaboration and communication.
Private meeting rooms are available to ensure confidentiality during staff supervision sessions.
Service events, such as training sessions and coffee mornings, are hosted at various venues
throughout the borough to enhance accessibility and engagement.

To support the service’s hybrid working model, staff are provided with laptops and mobile phones.
All information is securely stored electronically with password protection. An upgrade to the current
database system is scheduled for early next year. The fostering panel has access to an office
space within the building for in-person meetings, with the option for some members to participate
virtually.

As part of the recruitment process for prospective carers, health and safety assessments are
conducted to ensure the home is suitable for accommodating children’s needs. Supervising social
workers carry out both announced and unannounced visits where they can monitor the
environment and children’s bedrooms are routinely inspected. Most health and safety assessments
are thorough and are reviewed as part of the carers’ annual reviews. Updates are made as
necessary, and any concerns identified are addressed promptly with carers.
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Following the previous inspection, the service experienced ongoing instability due to changes in
management and high staff turnover. This initially hindered progress in embedding necessary
improvements. However, the appointment of a new Group Manager, General Team Manager, and
a more stable permanent workforce over the past six months has brought greater consistency.
Leaders and managers demonstrate a commitment to continuous improvement and co-production,
with increasing efforts to involve children, carers, and staff in shaping the service.

A comprehensive service remodelling is currently underway, reviewing all aspects of service
delivery. Working groups, including carers and representatives from across children’s services,
have engaged in meaningful discussions. The first group focused on improving communication
within the team around the child. This is an area carers told us requires improvement. Plans are in
place to strengthen collaboration between children’s social workers and supervising social workers
to enhance carer support and promote stability for children.

Improvements have been made to oversight and governance arrangements. The service now uses
its database system more effectively to track key compliance data, enabling better information
management. Policies and procedures are generally adhered to and are currently under review to
ensure they remain fit for purpose. Business support has significantly increased, from one business
support officer to five, enhancing the service’s administrative capacity. A revised quality assurance
framework has been introduced to support audits of records. Quality assurance reports identify
both strengths and areas for development. Further analysis is required to evaluate the impact of
changes on children’s outcomes, which would inform ongoing service development plans.

There are established processes for monitoring carers’ compliance and performance. Carer
assessments are presented to the fostering panel, which advises the local authority whether carers
meet the required competencies to be approved. Annual reviews are completed to review carers
approval. These are presented to panel every three years or following significant changes. The
panel, led by an experienced chair, has noted improvements in the quality of reports due to
increased service stability. Panel members bring diverse expertise and receive relevant training.
Annual reviews incorporate carers’ views and feedback from health and education professionals.
Efforts to gather input from children have improved, with more child friendly feedback
questionnaires now in use. However, feedback from children, household members, and social
workers remains inconsistent. Workforce instability has impacted timescales for reviews with delays
noted. This remains an area which requires improvement.

Leaders and managers recognise the importance of foster carer retention and are actively
reviewing support packages. The Group Manager and Team Managers have met with a range of
carers to hear their experiences and provide reassurance about planned improvements. Biannual
consultation events offer further opportunities for carers to share their views with leaders and
managers. While many carers feel optimistic about the proposed changes, some remain cautious
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due to the service’s history of frequent changes. Multiple changes in supervising social workers
have affected some carers. Although a few agency workers remain, there is a clear commitment to
recruiting a suitable, stable, permanent workforce.

Training, advice, and guidance for prospective carers have improved. Prospective general carers
now complete “Skills to Foster” training before approval, while connected person carers attend
external preparation sessions. Where attendance is not possible for connected carers prior to their
approval, assessing social workers provide alternative resources to ensure carers are well-
informed. A foster carer handbook outlines roles, responsibilities, and available support. The
service is working with regional partners to develop a formal induction programme for carers in their
first year of approval.

Carer supervision is held regularly and considers their well-being, though records are not always
consistently shared. The service hosts regular coffee mornings for carers which include guest
speakers and provide opportunities for peer support. Carers told us training is an area which
requires improvement. Internal audits show frequent cancellations due to low uptake. Carers cite
short notice confirmation, inconvenient scheduling as barriers and report delays to completing
mandatory training. The service is working with the training team to address these issues. We
found no evidence carers have learning and development plans and records lacked analysis on
how training has supported carers to undertake their role, meet the needs of children in their care
and support positive outcomes.

Carers report the current out-of-hours support does not fully meet their needs, with difficulties
reaching the emergency duty team and obtaining timely guidance. Leaders have acknowledged
this and are considering how carers can feel better supported out of hours. Carers value the
support provided by the services ‘liaison carers’, who assist with new carer inductions and serve as
a point of contact for advice and guidance. The service is in the process of redeveloping these
roles, to align to the national approach around fostering well-being. This will include more formal
arrangements which aim to enhance the support provided to carers.

Managers told us they feel well supported in their roles and welcome the news of two deputy
manager posts being created. These posts will ensure operational oversight while managers have
opportunity to drive forward service developments and improvements. Staff feedback we received
was mostly positive. Despite previous challenges, there is a growing sense of stability and
confidence in the service’s leadership. Staff report managers are approachable and they feel well
supported. They told us improvements have been made to the collaboration between the fostering
service and care experienced team. Staff express pride in working for Foster Wales Bridgend,
optimism about future plans and would recommend working at the service.

Page 8 of 10
Page 120




Areas identified for improvement

Where we identify Areas for Improvement but we have not found outcomes for people to be at
immediate or significant risk, we discuss these with the provider. We expect the provider to take
action and we will follow this up at the next inspection.

The table below show the area’s for improvement we have identified.

Date
Summary of Areas for Improvement identified

Further improvements are required to ensure all children are well matched with
: : . . . 23/06/25
their carers, supporting their stability and overall well-being.

Further improvements are required to ensure systems for monitoring and
reviewing carers’ responsibilities are consistent and provide assurance 23/06/25
children’s needs are met.

Further improvements are required to training and support provided to carers, to

ensure this supports children to receive responsive, informed care. 23/06/25
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Children’s Social Care

ACTION PLAN

June 2025 - Care Inspectorate Wales — Fostering Service Inspection

emotional well-being or placement
stability

rationale, risk matrix, and voices of
children and carers in matching
decisions.

will be approved and
circulated, and case file audits
will evidence the use of the
risk matrix, rationale, and the
inclusion of children’s and
carers’ views in matching
decisions.

AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE HOW WILL WE MEASURE | TIMESCALE | BRAG
THE OUTCOME?
Matching processes do not always Revise and embed updated matching Group Manager — Provider [The revised matching November
fully assess risks to children’s documentation and guidance; include Services documentation and guidance | 2025




HOW WILL WE

AREA FOR IMPROVEMENT ACTION RESPONSIBLE MEASURE THE TIMESCALE | BRAG
OUTCOME?
—
Ip‘@'onsistent foster carer annual Recruitment of deputy manager posts and other posts | Group Deputy manager posts
iews — delays, missing within both teams will enable more consistency of Manager/Team |will be established to
f'(agdback, lack of quality oversight | annual reviews. QA processes around annual reviews | Managers increase capacity, and a
N to be improved strengthened quality
S assurance framework will | November
be implemented to 2025
ensure annual reviews
are completed
consistently, within
statutory timescales, and
with contributions from all
relevant parties.
Carers not consistently provided Develop and roll out learning and development plans | Group Individual learning and
with accessible, timely or planned | for all foster carers; improve communication and Manager/Team |development plans will be
training opportunities confirmation of training dates. Managers/ in place for all carers, a
Training lead training calendar will be
published, and monitoring| October 2025
will evidence that carers
receive confirmation of
training opportunities in
advance.
Training delivery does not promote | Ensure carer supervision and review templates Team Updated supervision and
reflection or relationship-building prompt reflective discussion of learning, and embed Managers/ review templates will be
among carers opportunities to link training to real-life care Supervising implemented, and case
experiences Social Workers ffile audits will evidence
reflective discussions and| October 2025

links between training
and care practice. Carer
feedback will further

confirm that training
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supports reflective
practice and relationship-
building.

Exemptions not always meet
legislative criteria or have clearly
recorded rationale

Implement a revised exemptions decision-making
template and embed a monthly audit of all exemptions
to ensure compliance with legal criteria and robust
rationale

Group
Manager/Team
Managers

A revised exemption
decision-making template
will be implemented, and
monthly audits will
evidence that all
exemptions meet
legislative criteria and are
supported by clear

recorded rationale.

October 2025

BRAG STATUS - KEY

Action Complete

Action On Track

Action Mainly On Track
With Some Minor Issues

Action Not On Track, Not
Yet Meeting Performance
Targets
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