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FAMILY GROUP CONFERENCE 
POLICY AND PROCEDURE
1 PURPOSE

1.1   This policy and procedure outlines expectations in Newham of the delivery of an in-
house Family Group Conference (FGC) service.  It establishes an effective process and framework that promotes the FGC principles and practice guidance set out by Barnardo’s (2002). 

2 SCOPE

2.1    Every child and their family open to Children’s Social Care or Families First (Early Help)
is able to access the FGC service via practitioners working with the family.     Practitioners should consider  referring a family for an FGC at the earliest opportunity. ‘Providing  early help is more effective in promoting the welfare of children than reacting later’ (Working Together, July 2018).
2.2 According to the Family Rights Group (2010), FGCs have been proven to result in         extended family members stepping in to support struggling parents and when    necessary to take  on the care of the child if they cannot remain with their parents; as   well as:- 
· Engage fathers and paternal relatives;

· Give children a voice;

· Improve outcomes for children at risk.
2.3    In conjunction with the Newham Safeguarding Children’s Board priorities  (2018/19), FGCs are currently being offered to young people who are at risk of criminal exploitation and youth violence to  enable family’s to build on their resources and make safe plans to keep the child/young person and family safe.
3 POLICY STATEMENT

3.1 An FGC is a decision making meeting in which a child’s wider family network makes a plan about the future arrangements for the child, which will ensure that the child is safe and their well-being is promoted. FGC’s are intended as a respectful and empowering process in which parents, children and members of the wider family are given clear information about the agency’s concerns and are asked to produce a plan addressing those concerns by answering specific questions. The referrer is requested to stipulate a ‘bottom line’ to ensure the family are aware of the next course of action by the local authority  if the family are unable to make a safe plan for the child/young person. The focus of the FGC is the child/ young person and promotes a ‘no blame’ ethos, to assist families to look at the current situation and make a plan to move forward, building on the resilience and strengths within the family.
3.2 The expectation is that the family’s plan will be agreed by the referrer provided it adequately addresses the concerns which the referrer has identified and the plan is safe. 
3.3 Working Together to Safeguard Children’ (Department of Health 2010) states ‘FGC’s may be appropriate in a number of contexts where there is a plan or decision to be made’.  Family Group Conferencing will be used in the London Borough of Newham to assist families in developing plans in the following circumstances:- 

· Prevention/Early Intervention – family members provide support to the parents, children and young people to enable them to reside safely in their birth parents’ care.  This includes children subject to child protection plans / child in need plans.
· Rehabilitation – family members provide support to the parents, children and young people to enable them to safely return to their birth parents’ care. 

· Kinship Care – the family are asked to identify a relative or significant other (e.g. family friend) to take on the care of a child or young person for a short period of time. 

· Permanent Care Arrangements – the family are asked to identify a relative or significant other to take on the care of a child or young person permanently. If this is not possible, the family are centrally involved in planning for the child’s permanent placement outside of the family ie. Adoption. 

· Stabilise Placement – families are involved in conferences with carers to develop plans around how to best support the child / young persons placement outside the family. 
· To address contact arrangements for children with their parents and/or other family members .

3.4
The Children and Young Person’s Act, 2008 promotes family and friends care as an alternative to children being looked after by the local authority, and the Public Law Outline, (PLO) (2008) requires a record of discussions with the family to be filed by the local authority when proceedings are issued as part of the pre-proceedings checklist.  The PLO also encourages the parties to use alternative dispute resolution during proceedings where appropriate, which can be an FGC.  

4 PROCEDURE

4.1     Referral Criteria

FGC is a voluntary process and a referral should be made in agreement with the parent/carer of the child/young person who has Parental Responsibility (PR).  If the local authority has PR (under a court order) and the wider family wishes to go ahead with an FGC, the local authority can consent to the FGC in spite of the parents’ opposition, providing it is in the child’s best interests to do so. However this should be a last resort as it is always preferable to work in partnership with those with PR. If the parent/carer or young person refuses, a member of the FGC team will be happy to meet with them to explain the process prior to the referral.  

4.2     Priority will be given when the following circumstances apply: 

· When consideration is being given to care proceedings and the child or young person is on the edge of care.

· A child or young person has been accommodated 

· The child or young person is subject to a child protection plan

4.3  A referral would be considered inappropriate to proceed under the following circumstances: 

· Isolated asylum seeking children 

· Where families have refused consent to share information 

· Where there are current criminal or S47 investigations

4.4
Referral Procedure:
4.5
Following receipt of the completed referral form, Manager/Co-ordinator will contact Referrer within 3 working days, offering date/time for Referral Meeting.  A Referral Meeting is a face-to-face meeting between the FGC manager or Co-ordinator and the referrer.  The purpose of the Referral Meeting is to:- 

· Clarify the referral objective 

· Obtain relevant child and family information 

· Confirm the concerns and issues in the form of questions for the family to address at the FGC

· Identify strengths within the family for the family to build on

· Confirm the bottom-line for the FGC. Bottom-lines can be defined as the non-negotiable position of the Local Authority. For example, if the child cannot live with a particular person, this should be stated. The bottom line will also state what will happen should the family be unable to make a safe plan for the child or young person.

· Confirm the resources and services available to the family.

4.6
The FGC Manager/Co-ordinator will take notes during the referral meeting and formulate questions in conjunction with the referrer for the family members to answer to form their plan. The questions must be specific and the bottom line accurate, to ensure the family plan addresses all identified concerns/issues.
4.7
It is expected that all agencies working with the family are open and honest with the individual (and/or their family where appropriate) from the outset about why, what, how and with whom information will, or could be shared, and seek their agreement, unless it is unsafe or inappropriate to do so. (Information Sharing, July 2018)
4.8
The FGC Manager/Co-ordinator will then prepare Referral Meeting notes and a Draft Report on behalf of the referrer.  The notes and Draft Report will be emailed to the Referrer within 3 working days.

4.9
The referrer is to check and amend the draft report if necessary to ensure the details are accurate.  Once happy with the report, the referrer will then share the report with the parents/carers and gain consent for the report to be shared with those who will be attending the FGC.  In some circumstances, the FGC team are able to help obtain consent to prevent delay in the process.
4.10
The optimal time for conducting an FGC is 4-6 weeks from the time that the coordinator is allocated, although if the family network is sizeable, there are relatives abroad or some work is required to encourage family members to engage with the co-coordinator, they can take a little longer.

4.11
It may be possible for a meeting to be co-ordinated more quickly where the family, information-givers are readily available and the FGC service is able to accept and allocate the referral immediately. Sufficient time also needs to be allowed for the co-ordinator to contact all the family members and assist them in preparing for the meeting. 
5.0
Preparation

5.1
The co-ordinator, in conjunction with the child/young person and those with parental responsibility, identifies who is in the family network for the child and should be invited to the meeting. This can include anyone who is the child/family’s support network, e.g. relatives, friends and neighbours.

5.2
The decision to exclude a person will be exercised rarely and only after strategies to avoid exclusion has been considered and discussed by the FGC Manager/Co-ordinator and referrer.  Reasons to exclude a person may include: A person who has been deemed to pose a risk to children and anyone who has threatened emotional or physical harm to the child or a family member attending.

5.3
With permission from the parent/carer, the co-ordinator will meet separately with the child/young person to find out their wishes and feelings about the situation and possible solutions. They will also discuss how the child may be enabled to participate in the conference and whether they would like a supporter or advocate in the meeting.

5.4
If the child would like an advocate, that person will normally meet with the child to prepare them for the meeting and to assist in presenting their views.

5.5
The co-ordinator also meets with all members of the family network to:

· explain the FGC process
· the reasons for the meeting 

· the role of other participants at the FGC
· to discuss any worries or concerns they have about the meeting and listen to their views
5.6
If the case is in court proceedings, the co-ordinator will also need to inform the family that their plan will be shared by the local authority with the Children’s Guardian and other parties within the court arena.  The referrer should inform the Guardian that they are making a referral to the FGC service. The FGC coordinator will contact the Children’s Guardian so that they are aware that the FGC is taking place and has accurate information about the purpose of the FGC. Guardians are not automatically invited to the FGC since the invitation list is decided by the family. However families do often wish for the Guardian to be present at the information sharing stage of the meeting. 

5.7
Whilst working closely with the family, the co-ordinator also liaises with the referrer and other relevant agencies, and invites them to the FGC as appropriate.  This is to ensure that family members have clear and factual information about the child welfare and/or protection issues which need to be considered at the FGC, including the bottom line.  The FGC can not go ahead without the referrer being present.

5.8
The co-ordinator negotiates the date, time and a neutral venue for the conference, sends out invitations and makes the necessary practical arrangements including refreshments.

5.9
Where the family’s first language is not English, the coordinator will need to ascertain whether they wish to have an interpreter available to assist them with the part of the meeting in which professionals are involved (i.e. information giving and consideration of the plan). Private time can be conducted in their own language.

5.10
Coordinators keep minimal case notes. All information the co-coordinator gathers in the preparation of the FGC remains confidential unless it is new child protection information that poses a risk of harm to the child, whereupon the co-ordinator will follow the London Child Protection procedures (5th edition 2017). Co-ordinators generally do not attend other decision-making meetings connected with the child as this may compromise their independence.  

6.
The Family Group Conference:
6.1
There are three distinct stages to the conference:

6.2
i) Information giving:

The beginning of the conference is chaired by the co-ordinator. The co-ordinator will make sure that everyone present understands the purpose and process of the FGC and agrees how the meeting will be conducted, including any ground rules agreed with the family. There is to be no new information to be presented to the family during this process as this would be detrimental to the success of the FGC. 

6.3
The referrer will then give information to the family about:

· the reason for the conference;

· any child welfare concerns that will affect what can be agreed in the plan (e.g. that the child must not have contact with a particular person);

· information about resources and support they are able to provide; and 

· what action will be taken if the family cannot make a plan or the plan is not agreed. This should be presented to the family in clear, jargon free language.

6.4
Other agencies will also be involved at this point to share any relevant issues and most especially to inform the conference about the type of support or services they could provide.

6.5
The child/young person and family members may also provide information, ask for clarification or ask questions. The child’s advocate will usually assist the child in presenting their views during this part of the meeting.

6.6
ii) Private family time: 

Once information has been shared with the family, the referrer, together with any other information givers and the co-coordinator, leave the family to have time to talk among themselves and come up with a plan that addresses the concerns raised and to answer the questions that have been raised in the report as identified in the information-giving part of the conference, identifying resources and support which are required from agencies, as well as within the family, to make it work. Occasionally an advocate for a child will remain present for some of private family time, depending on the wishes of the child and the family. Otherwise the advocate will be available to the child outside of the private time to assist them in communicating their views to the meeting. 

6.7
A fundamental principle of the FGC is that the family is the key decision making group and that they are enabled to do this through informed private discussion. The family are encouraged to write the plan within private family time. If the family are uncomfortable in undertaking this task, the FGC Coordinator should assist the family in putting the information into a written format prior to feeding back to the social worker.

6.8
iii) Considering the plan: 

When the family have completed their plan, the Co-ordinator will return and go through this with them for clarity. Monitoring arrangements will also be discussed and agreed at this point, and form part of the plan. It is essential that there is agreement between the family and agency representatives regarding what will happen if the Plan, or any parts of it, are not implemented, or if agreed resources are not provided. 

6.9
The Co-ordinator will type the plan and send a copy to all those invited.  The plan should be agreed and sent out to the participants within 24 hours of the FGC.  The FGC Coordinator will also ensure the plan is placed on the child / young persons Children’s Services file. The Family Plan should be presented to any Child Protection or Child in Care Review.  The support asked for in the plan will be provided by the relevant agency unless it is unreasonable or unnecessary for the plan to be implemented. 

6.10
Where court proceedings are in progress, the referrer will need to make it clear to the family that their agreement to the plans will ultimately be subject to the decision of the court.  

7.
Implementation
7.1
All parties must then implement their parts of the plan within agreed timescales and communicate and address any concerns that arise. 

8.
Review of the plan 
8.1
A review will be offered to the family and will usually be held 6-8 weeks after the initial FGC.  However this can be brought forward if necessary.   The purpose of the FGC review is to ensure that the family plan continues to be relevant, is progressing and provides an opportunity for amendments to be made as necessary. 

8.2
No more than 2 reviews are recommended to limit dependency for families; the Co-ordinator will encourage families to monitor the plan themselves. 

9.
Feedback
9.1
At the completion of each FGC, family members are given the opportunity to provide feedback in regard to the process via an evaluation form.  This is regarded as a critical aspect of the FGC service and development.  

10.
Recording 
10.1
The FGC Service’s primary function is to facilitate the family group conference. FGC co-ordinators are not information gatherers. As such, all recording will reflect information related solely to the FGC. A detailed record will only be made when there is information given or observation made, relating to concerns for a Childs’ or other persons safety. These records will be forwarded immediately to the relevant social work team. 

10.2
There are no minutes of the FGC. The only document to come out of the FGC will be the family plan. The plan will include a short summary of the situation and reason for referral; who attended; and the set of questions that the family were asked to address and their response. It may also include any commitments people and agencies have made, including any support the family identify as a need for the plan to succeed.

10.3
Case recording will occur electronically on the child or young persons’ FGC file on Azeus. The recording requirements are as follows: 

· Receipt of referral 

· Referral Meeting Notes and Report 

· Family Plan 

· Family Review Plan

· Any significant events 

· Contacts made with family members / professionals 

· FGC Closure Summary

10.4 
The new data protection law (General Data Protection Regulations – GDPR) came into force on 25 May 2018. The FGC service ensures that consent is obtained before sharing families data or information with others, and data is stored confidentially.  
10.5
If any child protection concerns arise  The allocated social worker or Duty social worker will be notified immediately of any child protection concerns and these will be recorded on Azeus. 

11.
Closure
11.1
Closure is an important process that FGC Coordinators must undertake with families. It is a key outcome of a FGC that families are able to autonomously continue to exercise such planning and decision making for children after FGC service has closed. 
11.2
Discussing when to close a case is a decision made jointly between the FGC Coordinator and Manager as a part of the supervision process. When this decision has been made and agreed the case will be closed.  A closure summary will be completed for the child’s record.  Family members and the referrer will be notified of the closure.
12. 
REPORTING
12.1 
Everyone is responsible for reporting any child protection concerns.  The social worker  (out of hours ) will be informed as well as the FGC manager and the London CP procedures are to be followed and can be found on Tri-X, (http://newhamchildcare.proceduresonline.com/index.html)

12.2
Any concerns regarding social work or other professional practice should be discussed with the FGC Manager/Service Manager.  This could result in the manager escalating the concern to the referrers or other practitioners line manager. The London Child Protection Procedures must be followed at all times.

12.3
Every family member within the FGC process is to be informed of the complaints procedure.  Leaflets are available if required.  Contact details of the complaints team are printed on the FGC leaflets
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14.  
FEEDBACK

14.1 Newham staff  may provide feedback about this document by emailing 
   CPRT.familygroupconferences@newham.gov.uk
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