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General Introduction
Foster Carers, Special Guardians and their families make an enormous commitment to the children and young people they care for. They share their lives and their homes with children who may have undergone difficult or traumatic experiences. Like other childcare workers, they can find themselves facing allegations or concerns about the quality of their care.
Fostering Services Regulation 2011 and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 state that organisations and agencies working with children and families should have clear policies for dealing with allegations and concerns against people who work with children. Such policies should make a clear distinction between an allegation, a concern about the quality of care or practice, and a complaint. This policy aims to explain the processes involved, and the support and guidance available, in the circumstances of: 
· Allegations against Foster Carers and Special Guardians
· Standard of Care Concern
· Carers ‘On Hold’
· Complaints
Concerns about the behaviour of an adult who works with children may be made in the form of complaint or allegation. Initial consideration as to whether there are safeguarding issues should be given to all concerns before any complaint procedure is followed.

‘Corporate Parenting’ is a shared responsibility between those involved in caring for Children in Care and are ultimately responsible for the safety and well-being of those children. Any allegation, complaint or concern should be recognised and acted upon in a fair and transparent way.
Flowcharts can be found on pages 41-43 of this document to inform you of the process in managing Allegations, Standards of Care Concerns and Carer’s on Hold against Foster Carers and members of their household.

I. Definitions 

All reference to ‘Children’ or ‘a child’ throughout this document means Child/ren in our Care. 

All reference to a ‘Carer’ throughout the document includes Foster Carers, Connected Persons Carers and temporarily approved Foster Carers.

Unless, otherwise clarified, the word ‘Concern’ in this document is used in generic terms to refer to an ‘allegation’, a question about a ‘standard of care’ or a ‘complaint’.  

It may be difficult to ascertain from the outset whether a concern raised is an ‘allegation’, a question about a ‘standard of care’ or a ‘complaint’. These terms tend to be used interchangeably, and this can create confusion for workers and carers. Nevertheless, in line with the Fostering Regulations, once a decision is made about the nature of a concern, carers can expect Bedford Borough Council to be clear, consistent and make a distinction between concern, allegation and complaint when communicating with them.

Allegation:  According to Fostering Network, it is an assertion from any person that a foster carer (carer) or anyone in their household or network has: 

· Behaved in a way that has harmed a child.
· Possibly committed a criminal offence against a child or related to a child.
· Behaved towards a child or children in a way that indicates they may pose a risk of harm to children.
· Behaved or may have behaved towards a child in a way that indicates that they are unsuitable to work with children. 

The first three points relate to concerns about significant harm to a Child and of a child protection nature; that is neglect, physical, emotional and sexual abuse. 

The last point is about concerns about conduct and the behaviour of a Carer.

An allegation can also relate to the following:

· Historical concerns - this is an allegation that is made by an adult who is a former child in our care about their experience as child while they were in foster care. Statutory guidance (2011) makes it clear that all historic allegations of abuse must be followed up and investigated. 
· The behaviour and conduct of a foster carer outside their fostering role and their relationships with others, if they:  
· behaved in a way in their personal life that raises safeguarding concerns. These concerns do not have to relate to a child but could, for example, include arrest for possession of a weapon, matters such as fraud or deception.
· As a parent or carer, has become subject to child protection procedures.
· Is closely associated with someone in their personal lives (e.g. partner, member of the family or other household member) who may present a risk of harm to Children for whom they are responsible for in their role as foster carers.
· concerns about a person's behaviour in respect of their own children, and occasions when boundaries have been blurred, inappropriate behaviour has taken place.
· Concerns relating to inappropriate relationships between Carers and Children. For example, inappropriate messages, socialising or gift to a child.
· Carers as an adult in a position of trust is involved in/or connected to specific safeguarding issues. For example; radicalisation, violent extremism or information about an adults' private life that gives rise to safeguarding children concerns.

Standard of Care Concern (SoC):  relates to small incidents that may be explained as mistake or temporary lapse in fostering standards. 

It can be about quality of care that is offered to a child or the conduct, attitude, or behaviour of a carer (or anyone in their household), that does not meet or is not in line with the standards. This could be due to a specific incident.

It can also be about a severe or persistent issues such as low-level concerns about day to day and/or worsening ‘one off’ incidents. It also includes concerns which do not meet the ‘significant harm’ threshold.

Complaint: is an expression of dissatisfaction.  It usually relates to a concern that care provided to a child by a carer or member of their household or their conduct, behaviour, or action in relation to a child is not satisfactory. Complaints might range from a minor issue concerning the behaviour of a carer which can be quickly resolved, to situations where more serious issues are uncovered.

II. Scope and Legal Framework

This document is for registered both Carers and Temporarily Approved Carers under Section 24 of the Planning Regulations as well as for members of their household. It is also for all staff working with carers including but not limited to the Fostering Service, Fostering Independent Reviewing Officers, Childcare Social Workers.

Legal Framework Relating to Allegation

Bedford Borough Council has a duty under the Children Act 1989 section 47 part 5, to carry out an investigation (make enquiries) when they have 'reasonable cause to suspect that a child who lives, or is found, in their area is suffering, or is likely to suffer, significant harm.’. 
Bedford Borough Fostering Service has a duty under Section 11 of the Children Act 2004 and Regulation 12 of the Fostering Regulations 2011 to make a prompt referral to the Local Authority Designated Person (LADO) and relevant children’s team of any allegation of abuse or neglect concerning any child it has placed in foster care.  
Bedford Borough Fostering Service is also required to:
· Liaise and cooperate with any local authority which is or may be making child protection enquiries in relation to a child placed by the fostering service,
· Keep records of any allegations of abuse or neglect and of actions taken, 
· Consider the measures that may be necessary to protect children placed with foster carers following an allegation of abuse and neglect.
Allegations or suspicions that a Carer has caused harm to a child will be shared with the appropriate agencies and investigated thoroughly, speedily, and sensitively in accordance with the Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) guidance and following Bedford Borough’s Multi-Agency Safeguarding Children Partnership procedures. It will involve support and open and honest communication with all those affected. 
Standards 22 of Fostering National Minimum Standards (2011) set out how Carers should be treated and supported in relation to allegation.

Legal Framework Relating to Standard of Care Concern

Fostering National Minimum Standards (2011) and adherence to these standards are at the heart of Fostering Service and Supervising Social Workers’ daily work to support Carers and children in their care. They also inform Carer’s review processes as they are used to assess Carers’ continued suitability to care for our Children.

When a concern relating to Standard of Care is raised, Fostering National Minimum Standards are used as a tool for measuring and judging the quality of care offered to children in the care of the named Carer and assess support that has been provided to the Carer.

Bedford Borough fostering policies, agreement and Foster Carer Handbook (which set out the expectations for foster carers) are also used to assess compliance with the requirements.

Legal Framework Relating to Complaints

Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations Volume 4: Fostering Services, Chapter 3 and Children Act 1989 Representations Procedure Regulations (2006) requires that the Children are supported to make a complaint and they set out how complaints should be managed and support given to Children making a complaint.


III. Guiding Principles

The role of a carer is challenging. Carer’s look after vulnerable, traumatised children 24 hours a day and manage complex behaviours under the scrutiny of a wide network of people. It is, therefore, not unusual for Carers to experience concerns being raised about them or about others in their household. 

Any Concern will be dealt with fairly, quickly and consistently, in a way that provides effective protection for the Children and supports the person who is the subject of a concern.

We know that all concerns raised can significantly impact carers and their families. We will, therefore, work with the foster carers and manage all concerns in line with the following principles during the investigation:
· Treat Carers fairly, while being honest and transparent. 
· Manage concerns as quickly as possible.
· Information will be shared with Carers about a concern as soon as it is deemed appropriate to share. 
· Policies and procedures will be followed, and support given, including independent support. 
· Support will be offered to the child who is making the allegation as well as to their parents and/or Carers who are the subject of allegation.
· Accurate record keeping of a concern and of actions taken. 
· Information sharing with others will be on a need-to-know basis
· Concerns will be thoroughly investigated and completed, including in situations a Carer resigns while the investigation is still ongoing.
· Matters of equality, diversity and Inclusion will be considered throughout the process.
· Concerns will be managed proportionately, applying the principles of ‘safe uncertainty’. Most concerns raised can be resolved in supervision with the carer and, where relevant, this should be the first consideration of the fostering team.

To mitigate the potential risk to Children or for Carers and their household members against potential concerns, all Carers will receive preparation, training, and guidance to help them provide a safe environment for any children in their care and all members of the foster family. 
There are practical steps that Carers can take to create a safe environment for children   and themselves as well as members of their family. This includes the following: 

· Support from Supervising Social Worker - fostering can bring many stresses and some challenging times, always keep your supervising social worker and child social worker informed to explore and provide any support you or the child may need.
· Support from other Carers - through Carer support groups, peer learning or peer mentor support. Your supervising social worker can advise you of support available to you.
· Safer Caring Plan - Carers are expected to attend safer caring training which forms part of the core training as a Carer. When a Carer is approached about caring for a child, Placements Officers will inform them of known needs and risks that a child’s behaviour may present. This will inform the safer caring plan a Carer and supervising social worker need to make for each child living with the Carer. The plan should be viewed as a working document which the Carer and their supervising social worker should update for each child when a new child arrives in the home and when there is a change of circumstances within the household. All members of the family should be aware of the safer caring plan and their role in relation to the care of the Children.
· Communication – sharing information with the supervising social worker and the Child care social worker is essential. It helps social workers and others involved in the care of the Children to develop a holistic understanding of the child’s needs. It can also help avoid misunderstandings and inform investigations. For example, if any difficult dynamics within the household are known before concerns are raised this might assist with understanding how problems might have arisen, and it will also help social workers to offer and identify relevant support to minimise concern.
· Daily recordings – keeping accurate recordings of the individual Children, noting the progress each child is making, incidents or concerns and any complaints made by the child or their family. Daily recording can provide additional information if an allegation or complaint needs to be investigated. For example, if it is reported that a child has an injury such as a bruise you may not remember how this happened and referring to daily records can help with this.  If you need help with recording, talk to the supervising social worker to explore recording training. Recording must be done in accordance with Bedford Borough policy.    
· Timely reporting of safeguarding matters – This is essential in helping to minimise concern or allegations. Any injuries to Children should always be reported to social workers or duty social worker in their absence and must also be recorded on a child’s daily log. 
IV. Interlinked Processes
 
It is important to note that the allegation, standard of care and complaints processes can be interlinked. 

Concerns raised may, for example, move from being managed as a Standard of Care concern to being managed as an allegation, and vice versa, if evidence is found. 
 
Concerns could also follow dual processes. For example, a complaint made by a 3rd party to Bedford Borough ‘Be Heard’ team, will be managed as a ‘complaint’. If, when exploring the complaint, a worker believes that a child has been harmed or is at risk of harm and this is agreed in consultation with the LADO, this will be managed as an allegation in line with safeguarding process in parallel with the Bedford Borough Council complaints process. 

An allegation is not necessarily more serious than a standard of care concern. Indeed, both can be matters that are serious and could potentially result in the carer being de-registered.
V. Support to Carers and Children

Support to Carers
We know and recognise that all concerns raised significantly impact Carers and their families. It is therefore vital that we:
· provide carers with high quality support,
· are as transparent as possible, 
· deal with the concerns as quickly as possible 
· recognise the impact of the concern on the carer and their family. 

Supervising Social Worker
[bookmark: _Hlk170559715]The allocated supervising social worker will remain to be the Carer’s support as well as the main link between the service and the Carer throughout any allegation investigation, standard of care assessment or complaint process. The supervising social workers are responsible for keeping the carer informed through a minimum of weekly contact on the progress of the investigation or assessment. They will also continue to provide support through usual planned supervision visits. The supervising social worker will also provide additional visits or calls if requested or is deemed necessary. 
It is expected that no matter the perceived severity of a Concern, the supervising social worker will discuss support with the carer as soon as is possible; to raise awareness and ensure good practice. They will also promote access to the Independent Support Service provided by The Fostering Network. This is to ensure carers receive individualised support, tailored to their own needs.  

If it is felt, by the Carer or others, that the allocated supervising social worker cannot fulfil this role appropriately, the Fostering Team Manager will consider whether the household is reallocated to an alternative supervising social worker. The team manager will record their rationale for their decision on the carer’s records. 
Peer Support 
The Fostering Service runs foster carer support group on regular basis. The supervising social worker will also offer peer support to Carers, where they can get support from another Bedford Borough Council Carer. They will also offer to link you with Foster Carer Association Forum which is run by Bedford Borough Carers.
Financial Support for Carers
Carer’s fees 
If a Carer is suspended, their fostering fee will continue until 6 weeks post suspension date or Head of Service can make the decision to extend it. Any allowances for Children will cease when a child leaves the care of the Carer. 
Carers may be entitled to benefits if their income from fostering has changed. The charity Turn2Us provides a benefits calculator. You can upload information about your household and finances and find out which benefits you might be entitled to claim. The Fostering Network can also provide support and information related to finances. 

Independent Support 
All Bedford Borough Carers are members of The Fostering Network which is a national fostering charity. The Council funds the Carers’ annual membership subscription. It's important that Carers keep their membership details safe and new carers need to speak to their supervising social worker if they have not received their membership details from the Fostering Network upon starting fostering.
Membership to Fostering Network allows Carers and members of their household automatic access to the following support: 
· Member Helpline – offers independent advice on all aspects of fostering, from tax and benefits to delegated authority. 
· Open Monday to Friday from 10am - 3pm, Monday to Friday (excluding Bank Holidays).  
· Contact: on 020 7401 9582 and  memberhelpline@fostering.net 
· There is a call back service, to leave a message clearly stating your name, telephone number and postcode (if you are a foster carer).  A member of staff will call back within one working day. Emails are responded to within five working days, following confirmation of membership.
· Stress support service - a completely confidential support service, available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Please call 01384 889 549 and ask for the stress helpline. 
· Legal Protection insurance – which offers access to the following:
· Legal advice on allegations and help with any legal queries.
· attendance by a qualified and experienced solicitor should you or any of your household must attend a police interview under caution because of an allegation.
· cover for up to £150,000 legal expenses if a criminal prosecution or civil proceeding is brought against you or any of your household because of an allegation.
· cover for any allegations that you are made aware of during the period of your membership including historic allegations.
· cover for Carers looking after a young person up to the age of 25 under Staying Put or equivalent (Continuing Care, Going the Extra Mile and When I Am Ready) or if you provide supported lodgings.
Legal helpline number is 01384 885734.

Carers who are part of a Trade Union or applicable Professional Association are also advised to contact that body at the outset of the concern process.
Independent Supporter
On occasion, a Carer may require support that is independent from their supervising social worker or Fostering Team.
Carers who are subject to Concerns, can request a referral to independent support from The Fostering Network at any stage in the process. Self-referrals cannot be made by the carer. The supervising social worker will remind the carer about this available support and offer to make a referral on their behalf. 
Once an Independent Supporter is allocated, they will make direct contact with you. They will support you through telephone calls, emails, and home visits. They will offer emotional and practical (advice and information, advocacy, and mediation) support, helping you to understand the process and procedures regarding allegations, attending meeting and foster carer review which may be held afterwards, including the fostering panel, and helping with any documentation you may need to write or provide. 
Bedfordshire Foster carer Association 
18 Doddington Road
Chatteris PE16 6UA
Telephone: 01354 669086
Mobile: 07906 988992
E-mail: ask@bedsfostercarers.co.uk
http://www.bedsfostercarers.co.uk

Support to the Child
Independent support for children who have raised concerns about their carer can be provided by an advocate. The advocacy service is young person led and therefore children and young people can self-refer. Requests for a service can also be made by others, including social care staff, parents, and carers. 

Children should be advised by their social worker of their entitlement to independent advocacy. Any take up of the service is subject to agreement by the child or young person. This agreement is set out in a contract, in a format that is accessible and meets the needs of the child or young person.
Bedford Borough’s Advocacy Service is run by the National Youth Advocacy Service (NYAS). It is a free service for Children who are receiving help from Bedford Borough Council Social Care Service and meet one of the additional requirements:
· Aged up to 19 (or 25 if you have a disability)
· Living in Care 
· A Care Leaver 

Telephone: 0808 808 1001           
E-mail: help@nyas.net



[bookmark: _1._Allegations_against]1. Allegations against Foster Carers
1.1 Introduction
Children in our care are some of our most vulnerable children; they have often experienced abuse, neglect or both, and are in our care to be provided loving and stable homes. Our Children are vulnerable to abuse by people throughout their childhoods and into their independence, these people include, but are not limited to, those in a position of trust. We entrust our Carers to provide high levels of care, support, stability and most importantly, love to our children. 
We understand that on occasion Children will make allegations against Carers and members of their household. We also recognise the impact of allegations on the Carer or household member, and their immediate family, whether the allegation is substantiated or not. Carers will be given a full opportunity to answer the allegation and, should they wish, make representations about it.
There are many types of allegations, and each one is unique, they range on a spectrum of concern from low to high, and therefore require a difference in approach and action. This will be in accordance with the type of allegation made, the severity of the allegation, and the outcome of the investigation; either substantiated, partly substantiated, or not substantiated. 
Allegations will be dealt with in a manner that provides effective protection and support for both the Children and the person making the allegation, while at the same time supporting the person who is the subject of the allegation. It is therefore important to have different social worker roles for the Children and the Carers. 
Our processes for dealing with Concerns will keep the wellbeing of all children in the household as our primary focus. If children need to be spoken to about a concern, this should happen as quickly as possible, ideally by someone they know and trust. ‘Children who Foster’ (birth children of carers) will be supported by the Supervising Social Worker wherever possible, if this is not possible, and through The Fostering Network. When allocated, The Fostering Network Independent Supporter would extend the support they offer to foster carers to members of their family.  
Any investigation will be undertaken in accordance with the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023: Statutory Guidance and Bedford Borough Multi-Agency Safeguarding Children Partnership Procedures.
If a Carer resigns or stops communication with the department during the investigation into the allegation, this will not prevent an allegation investigation being pursued in accordance with these procedures. Every effort will be made to reach a conclusion in all cases of allegations bearing on the safety or welfare of children, including any in which the person accused refuses to co-operate with the process.
Carers will be given a full opportunity to answer the allegation and make representations about it.
1.2 Roles and Responsibilities During the Investigation
 
Fostering service has two main responsibilities in relation to allegations:
1. It must ensure that the service complies with statutory child protection guidelines.
2. It must ensure that it adhere to fostering regulations and standards relating to the treatment of Carers and to the actions required when an allegation is made. This include putting in place policies for safeguarding children and young people placed with their Carers and procedures for dealing with allegations and concerns.
Allegations about Carers are managed within the Fostering Service with management oversight by the Team Leader and Head of Service (the Fostering Designated Person). They would be working together with the relevant Children’s team and the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO), who is responsible to coordinate actions which must be taken, to investigate the allegation.   
Role of Fostering Designated Person:  Head of Service for Corporate Parenting
They are responsible for overseeing the allegation and provide management oversight of the investigation, including liaising with the LADO, other agencies and ensuring policies and procedures are adhered to.

The Fostering Designated Person will delegate the following tasks according to requirement:
· Safety and well- being of children and young people take a priority
· Whenever allegation is made, a discussion takes place as soon as possible between a fostering manager and the manager for the children’s team responsible for a child.
· A decision to refer to the Local Authority Designated Person within 24 hours of the allegation being made
· If necessary, take immediate action to safeguard the child and ensure that evidence is not lost.
· Make decisions regarding the immediate safety of the child and any other children living in the foster home and any agreed actions are recorded. 
· Decisions are made as to what information may be given to the Carer at this stage.
· The Carer is informed verbally, and a letter is sent to them following strategy meeting.
· The Fostering Service is represented at strategy meetings and other meetings and provides all relevant information to assist the process of investigation.
· All staff and Carers within the fostering service are familiar with local policies and procedures for safeguarding children in foster care and receive regular training and support.
Role of the Fostering Team Leader and Advanced Practitioners in the Team
· Notify the Fostering Designated Person, Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) and Head of Safeguarding about the allegation within 1 working day
· Arrange a meeting within 1 working day attended by the supervising social worker, the social worker for the child and the Manager or Advanced Practitioners for the children’s team responsible for a child and LADO. Where the LADO is not available, consult with Fostering Designated Person and the Manager for the LADO to:
· Decide whether formal referral to the LADO is required. 
· Make decisions regarding the immediate safety of the child and any other children living in the foster home and any agreed actions are recorded.
· Make decisions regarding when and which information may be shared to the Carer at this stage.
· When it is deemed appropriate to share, write to foster carers to inform them about the allegation and keep Carers updated in writing about the progress of the investigation while being transparent about any limitation to sharing in full if any at each stage of the process.
· Where information sharing is delayed, advocate for information sharing with carers at earliest opportunity.
· Attend all meetings and provide relevant information to assist in the process of investigation and alert and advise professionals about sensitive or significant information the Carers may request the professionals to be aware of for example, children going through critical time such as writing exams etc which may have an impact on their future. 
· Arrange meeting with social worker and Advanced Practitioner to make arrangement about: 
· Keeping the Carers informed about the allegation verbally and in writing
· Allocation of Independent Support to Carers
· Informing Carers that they are ‘on hold’ and decision about financial support where relevant
· Who should lead the from Fostering Service the investigation into the allegation where relevant 
· Provide guidance about the investigation, process and outcome and provide clarity about fostering process during and after the investigation.
· Clarify expectation recording and management oversight, allegation closing summary, evaluation meeting for reflection and learning and completion of foster carer review.
· Where relevant and regarding Standard of Care concerns, arrange for Management Planning Discussion to coordinate the investigation/ assessment and keep foster carers informed of decision making and reasons for this.
· Be available to workforce and Carers if they have any questions. 
· All staff and Carers within the fostering service are familiar with local policies and procedures for safeguarding Children and receive regular training and support.

Role of the Supervising Social Worker
· Alert verbally and by email/ Teams message the Fostering Team Leader, Advanced Practitioners in the team and Children’s team within 1 working day of receiving notification. 
· Where the Fostering Team Leader and or the Advanced Practitioners are not available, escalate to Fostering Designated Person who is the Head of Corporate Parenting, Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) and Head for Safeguarding within 1 working day.
· Make referral to the LADO if requested to do so, providing as much information as possible.
· Attend all meetings and provide relevant information to assist in the process of investigation. Alert and advise professionals about sensitive or significant information the carers may request the professionals to be aware of for example, children going through critical time such as writing exams etc which may have an impact on their future.
· Notify the foster carer verbally about the allegation when deemed appropriate to share.
· Where information sharing is delayed, advocate for information sharing with carers at earliest opportunity.
· Stay in regular contact with the foster carer and keep them updated.
· Ensure carers are aware of where they can access independent support.
· Make arrangement for independent support and any agreed financial support for a carer.
· Ensure that the outcome of the investigation is recorded on the foster carer’s record.
· Consider arranging an evaluation meeting with carers for a reflection about their experience and lessons learned from the process. 
· Complete any paperwork required during the process including allegation closing summary, foster carer reviews and fostering panel. 

Role of the Carer 
· Raise awareness with the Fostering Team, usually via their Supervising Social Worker, of any relevant issues or concerns at the first opportunity. 
· Address any risks or concerns identified as much as is possible, and at the earliest opportunity.
· Work transparently with the Fostering Team, providing information promptly as requested.
· Remain calm and supportive of the child, and/or person the allegation is directed towards. In the event this is the carer, seek support to ensure you remain available to the child. 
· Make yourself available for meetings with social workers or police investigating the allegation.

Role of the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) 
Every local authority has a responsibility to appoint a Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) who is responsible to co-ordinate a response to an allegation against adults who work with children. The LADO does not conduct investigations directly, but rather oversees and directs them to ensure thoroughness, timeliness, and fairness. They should:
· Be available to discuss any concerns and to provide advice and guidance in deciding whether an allegation meets the Safeguarding threshold.
· Make a referral and/or take any immediate management action to protect a child.
· Recommending a referral and chairing the strategy meeting in cases where the allegation requires investigation by police and/or social care.
· Chair meetings from the initial phase of the allegation through to the conclusion of the case and provide management oversight of individual cases. 
· Provide advice and guidance to employers, voluntary organisations and agencies regarding individual cases.
· Ensure the Children’s voices are heard and that they are safeguarded.
· Ensure that investigation is completed as quickly as possible and there is a consistent, fair, and thorough process for all adults working with children against whom an allegation is made.
· Liaise with the police and other agencies.
· Provide statistical reports to the LSCB and DofE (Department of Education) and/or other government bodies as requested.

To ensure impartiality, the LADO will not have direct contact with the adult against whom the allegation has been made, or the family of the Children involved but will, as part of their role, ensure that they have information regarding outcomes.

The LADO must be contacted within 1 working day for all allegations.

1.3 When a Concern is Raised
1.3.1 Initial Consideration about Children, Carer and Parents

Children in our Care
Most allegations do not require Children to be moved from their Carer. Allegations can be investigated whilst the Children, and any other children placed, remain in the fostering household. 

When first notice of an allegation is received, it will be considered carefully whether any child in the household is at immediate risk of harm. The Children will only be removed when social workers, team managers, Head of Service or a Senior Manager and the LADO involved considered it to be a necessary and an appropriate response to safeguard the child, applying ‘safe uncertainty’  principles.
It is the right of Bedford Borough Council to make this decision based on the information it will have received at that point in time. If a child is at immediate risk of harm, they will be moved to an alternative placement. In some circumstances, the person who is the subject of the allegation (e.g. the Carer or other member of the household) may be asked, or prefer, to leave the home to maintain the child’s stability. 

There are other circumstances where the Children may wish to move, or the Carer feels that it is untenable for them to remain for the duration of the investigation. 

If a Carer wishes to have family time/contact or have questions about how the children who have been moved from their care are getting on, they can ask their supervising social worker or the social worker conducting the investigation, to take this up on their behalf, with the Childcare social worker and manager. 

The decision on what information is shared and whether a Carer can have family time/contact with a child will be based on what is right and appropriate at the time for that individual child, and what confidentiality allows. This will be explained to the carer by their Supervising Social Worker/Investigating worker.

Following an allegation, consideration will be given to returning any Children removed from a Carer if both the Carer and Social Workers (Child and Fostering) agree that this is the appropriate plan for the Children, the child’s voice must also be heard and considered. 
Keeping Parents Informed
Bedford Borough Council will inform the parents of the Children where possible, of the allegation and the process that is being followed unless this will be detrimental to the welfare of the Children (where the Local Authority holds parental responsibility) or impede the disciplinary or investigative processes. 

The LADO will advise Bedford Borough Council whether the parents should be informed. However, in some circumstances, the parent/s may need to be told straight away (e.g. if a child is injured and requires medical treatment).

The parent/s and the child, if sufficiently mature, will be helped to understand the processes involved and be kept informed about the progress of the case and of the outcome where there is no criminal prosecution. This will include the outcome of any disciplinary process, but not the deliberations of, or the information used in, a hearing.

Keeping Carers Informed
It is in everyone’s interest to resolve cases as quickly as possible, consistent with a fair and thorough investigation. All allegations must be investigated with priority to eradicate any unnecessary delays at every stage of an investigation. 

It is difficult to put an exact timescale about when Carers will be informed as each allegation is different. A risk assessment discussion will be completed, and, in some instances, preliminary enquiries/investigation may be required before a Carer can be informed. Where the police are involved, the decision to inform Carers may become police led.  

Generally, Carers will be informed verbally of any allegations made as soon as possible (within three days) after discussion with the LADO has taken place and a decision is made to share or following a decision made at the Initial Joint Evaluation Meeting or strategy meeting.  A decision needs to be made first to assess whether sharing will impede the investigation and to avoid potentially placing Children at further risk. Where the LADO is not available, the fostering service will consult with the Fostering Designated Person.

Carers will usually be informed by phone and a meeting with their Supervising Social Worker (SSW) and the Fostering Team Leader. At this meeting, Carers should be reminded where to find a copy of this document and should be given the option of receiving a paper copy along with the Multi-Agency Safeguarding document and Fostering Network contact details.

The Fostering Service understand and recognise the importance of Carers being informed at the earliest opportunity and will ensure that all professionals involved keep this in mind and a decision is made as soon as possible.

Once the decision has been made to inform the Carers, they will be kept informed of:
· the nature of the allegation, 
· processes involved and progress about the enquiries/investigation, 
· support available, 
· whether they will be suspended from fostering or not, 
· whether the children in their care will remain, 
· whether birth children will be spoken to,
· any other key decisions. 

The Supervising Social Worker and Independent Supporter, where allocated, will help the carer to understand the processes.
 
Information sharing to the Carer will be in line with the Local Authority’s Information sharing procedure and protocols which means; information shared by the police and other third parties, the deliberation at meetings and information used at a hearing will not be shared. Legal advice should be sought if there is any doubt about the information to disclose.
Support from the Supervising Social Worker will continue through a minimum weekly contact to keep the Carer informed of the progress of the investigation. They will continue to provide support through planned supervision visits and can provide additional visits or calls if requested or is deemed necessary.  
It is expected that no matter the perceived severity of a concern, the Supervising Social Worker will discuss support with the carer as soon as is possible; to raise awareness and ensure good practice. They will also promote access to the Independent Support Service provided by The Fostering Network. This is to ensure carers receive individualised support, tailored to their own needs.  

Children who Foster (Birth Children) 
When carrying out an investigation into allegations against a foster carer, the local authority has a legal duty to consider the welfare of any other children in the household, including the Carer’s birth children, adopted children, children on family arrangement or children on Special Guardianship Orders. 

In very serious circumstances when these children are deemed to be at risk, they would be subject to the same safeguarding procedures as any other child in the community and a referral will be made to Children’s Service Integrated Front Door (IFD) Service. 

The IFD brings together the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) and Early Help Hub in one place to facilitate early, better quality information sharing, analysis and decision-making to safeguard the children more effectively. 


Implication on Other Childcare Related Work 
It is important to note that Concerns raised about a Carer whilst they are working in another child related role, for example, if a carer is also a teacher, may impact on their suitability to care for children in other professional capacities. Therefore, the concern will be managed using this guidance and through local authority’s safeguarding procedures.

It also follows that any concern raised in the course of being a Carer could have implications for other roles the carer holds involving children and young people, for example, if they are also a youth club worker or a governor at a school. Appropriate people from any relevant organisation could therefore be contacted and involved as part of this Safeguarding process.

Other Considerations 
[bookmark: Bookmark1]For further information such as whether a Carer will be approached about caring for Children during the investigation, please refer to ‘Carers on Hold’ which is in Section 3 of this policy.

1.3.2 Initial Action and Referral to LADO

Initial Action
When a Concern about a Carer or someone in their household comes to the attention of the fostering service or children’s teams, it should be reported verbally and via email and  immediately (within 1 working day) to the relevant team leaders (Fostering Team Leader and Children’s Manager), Advanced Practitioners (APs), Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO), Head of Service for Safeguarding and and Quality Assurance and Fostering Designated Person or a Senior Manager providing cover if they are unavailable. 

The Fostering Team Leader/ AP or supervising social worker will arrange and invite the social worker for the child and the Manager or Advanced Practitioners for the children’s team responsible for a child and LADO to a consultation meeting within 1 working day. Where the LADO is not available, consult with Fostering Designated Person and the Manager for the LADO to:
· Consider referral to the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) and/or a Strategy Meeting or whether it should be resolved with no referral to LADO. 
· Where more than one concern is received, decide which concern/s meet safeguarding threshold and identify those which will be managed via fostering internal procedure.
· Make decisions regarding the immediate safety of the child and any other children living in the foster home and any agreed actions are recorded. This include risk management plan being agreed where it is considered that the children can remain in the placement.
· Make decisions regarding when and which information may be shared to the foster carer at this stage.

Some allegations require immediate referral to the Police and Children Services for investigation due to severity.

There are occasions when it is not clear whether the Concern raised meets the safeguarding threshold for it to be managed through safeguarding procedures. In some instances, social workers may be requested to explore the Concern further with the claimant and other relevant people before a decision is made about the safeguarding threshold. 

Outcomes of Consultation Meeting
One of the following outcomes will be achieved:

1. A Concern does not meet safeguarding threshold
Where a concern does not meet the safeguarding threshold, it will not be referred to the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO). It will be investigated under Fostering Service Internal Procedure; which is located under 2.1 of this procedure. 

The Fostering Leader, in discussion with the Supervising Social Worker and Advanced Practitioner, and will make consideration whether the concern requires one of the following fostering internal investigations:
· ‘Standard of Care’ Concern,
· Specific issue investigation
· Exploration by the Supervising Social Worker within the supervision support process
· No further action. 

The Fostering Manager will confirm the decision made, the rationale for it and detailing any action needing to be considered by the Supervising Social Worker, and any support needs for the Carer and Children. They will also update the Fostering Independent Reviewing Officer.

The Supervising Social Worker is responsible for informing the Carer of the Concern, and what decision has been made regarding further action, if any. The Supervising Social Worker should also advise the Carer that independent support is available through The Fostering Network if they require it.

2. A Concern meets safeguarding threshold
It is alleged that a Carer or anyone in their household has:

· Behaved in a way that has harmed a Child,
· Possibly committed a criminal offence against a Child or related to a Child.
· Behaved towards a Child in a way that indicates they may pose a risk of harm to other Children.
· Behaved or may have behaved towards a Child in a way that indicates that they are unsuitable to work with Children.


The Social Worker who received the allegation or their Line Manager will complete a referral form to the LADO

A decision will be made whether a concern is related to matters concerning child protection and, if it does, the children’s team will take a lead and arrange a strategy meeting to coordinate actions which should be taken to respond to the Concern. 
 
Where a Concern is not related to matters concerning child protection, the LADO will be responsible to coordinate actions which should be taken to respond to the Concern and will convene a Joint Initial Evaluation (JEM) Meeting. 
 
It is at this point that a Concern will be regarded as an allegation.

1.3.3 Allegation Investigation Process

Carers will not be involved or invited to all meetings that takes place when a Concern is received. This includes initial meetings between the children and fostering teams, consultation with the LADO and Joint Evaluation Meetings. However, they will be given an opportunity to answer to the allegation and/or make a representation. Social Workers and, where relevant, police will explore the allegation with them directly.

Unless restricted, Carers will have an opportunity to arrange for their Independent Supporter from Fostering Network to support them during enquiries that are led by Fostering Service and during their foster carer review. The Independent Supporter will offer emotional support and help to understand questions raised. They will not be able to speak on behalf of a Carer. 

It is usual practice that Carers who are the subject of Concerns are placed ‘on hold’ and do not take new placements, including planned respite until investigation are completed. Exceptions can be agreed, and the Head of Service should be consulted to agree whether a Carer should be placed ‘on hold’ or be able to continue with planned new placements. For more information, refer to Section 3 of this procedure.

Meetings to coordinate Response and Actions to be taken

Joint Initial Evaluation Meeting
If it is decided that an allegation meets the safeguarding threshold and Children Services enquiries (including Section 47 investigation) is not required, the LADO will convene and chair a Joint Initial Evaluation Meeting within 3 working days.

This will be a virtual meeting attended by the Supervising Social Worker and their manager, the children’s Social Workers and their manager, and where relevant police, school, health and any other employer that may be involved. The purpose of the meeting will be to:

· Confirm the allegation.
· Consider initial risk assessments and any precautionary action which may be required including safety plans or consideration to protect a child by removing the child from care where there is a significant concern. The decision to move the child should be made by the Head of Service. 
· Discuss how the allegation is going to be managed or investigated.
· Fostering Service will explore with professionals at this meeting regarding how soon they can inform a Carer about the allegation made. 

Strategy Meeting
If it is decided that an allegation meets the safeguarding threshold and Children Services enquiries (including Section 47 (s.47) investigation) is required, a strategy meeting will be arranged within 3 working days.

Should it become known during the joint evaluation meeting that there is cause to suspect that a child is suffering or is likely to suffer significant harm, the LADO will immediately refer to the relevant children’s team to arrange a strategy meeting within 3 working days to agree if a s.47 investigation needs to be initiated. The police must be consulted as part of this to consider if a criminal offence may have been committed. 
The strategy meeting will: 
· Decide whether there should be a s.47 enquiry and/or criminal investigation, 
· Plan any investigation needed, considering the family history and any previous concerns raised, deciding who will take responsibility for interviewing relevant parties including the Carer and Child, if required.
· Confirm if any Children in the household are at risk of harm and if removal should be considered by the child’s social work team. 
· If a referral/request for support, this should be made to the Integrated Front Door (IFD) regarding any birth children living in the household. If a referral is being made to the IFD the Carers should be advised of this, unless this places any child at further risk of harm. 
· Decide what information will be shared with the Carer and agree timescales for this to take place. Carers should be informed of concerns as soon as possible and unless this places any child at further risk of harm.

Click here for additional information about the strategy meeting.

Fostering Management Meeting

The Fostering Leader in discussion with the Supervising Social Worker and Advanced Practitioner will hold a management meeting within 1 working day following strategy meeting or Joint Evaluation Meeting or once a decision is made to inform the carer to plan the following fostering tasks:

· Inform foster carers verbally about the allegation and in writing
· Who should lead the from Fostering Service the investigation into the allegation
· Arrange support from The Fostering Network
· Provide clarity about fostering process during and after the investigation.
· Clarify expectation recording and management oversight, allegation closing summary, evaluation meeting for reflection and learning following the conclusion of the investigation and completion of foster carer review.
· Where relevant and regarding Standard of Care concerns, arrange for Management Planning Discussion to coordinate the investigation/ assessment and keep foster carers informed of decision making and reasons for this.


Once the decision has been made to inform the Carers, they will usually be informed within 3 working days by phone and within 10 days through meeting with their Supervising Social Worker (SSW) and the Fostering Team Leader. At this meeting, Carers should be reminded where to find a copy of this document and should be given the option of receiving a paper copy along with the Multi-Agency Safeguarding document and Fostering Network contact details.

The Fostering Team Leader/ Advanced Practitioner will write to the carer within 7 working days of the decision being made to inform and confirm the points below and keep the carer updated when decisions are made about either of these points:
· the allegation received, 
· processes involved and progress about the enquiries/investigation, 
· Support available to carers including Independent Support to carers from The Fostering Network and information about Information on insurance arrangements for legal expenses.
·  Suspension from fostering (being ‘on hold’) and opportunity to appeal suspension and financial support in line with ‘on hold’ procedure.
· Financial support 
· whether the children in their care will remain, 
· whether birth children will be spoken to,
· any other key decisions. 
· Refer the carers to this procedure and Bedford Borough Multi-Agency Safeguarding Children Procedures;

The Supervising Social Worker and Independent Supporter, where allocated, will help the carer to understand the processes.

Investigations

The process of investigating an allegation may take a combination of the following lines of enquiry: 
1. Children Services Enquiries

A decision to request this enquiry is made at the strategy meeting.

A section 47 investigation is completed via an assessment. Its objective is to decide whether, and what type of action is required to safeguard and promote the welfare of the child who is are suspected to be suffering, or is likely to suffer, significant harm. This investigation is completed in a form of an assessment to provide a framework for analysing risk, harm and need. 

The assessment is led by the children’s team and other professionals such as the police, health practitioners, teachers and school staff and other relevant practitioners should help the local authority in undertaking its enquiries.

Fostering Team leader/ Advanced Practitioner will allocate a supervising social worker in the team to complete the fostering element of the assessment by taking a lead in discussions with the Carer and members of their household about the allegation. 

Where possible, an alternative supervising social Worker can be allocated to undertake this work. In such circumstance the allocated supervising social worker’s role is to focus on keeping the carer informed of the progress of the investigation and providing them with support.

There may be some circumstances where the allocated Supervising Social Worker’ will not be able to discuss the details of an allegation with the Carer. The Supervising Social Worker may be involved in discussions with the Carer as part of an investigation. Independent support from The Fostering Network may be especially beneficial in these situations.

The supervising social workers undertaking the investigation into the allegation will prepare a report on the investigation and a copy will be provided to the foster carers and their representatives.
Click here Section 47 Enquiries (proceduresonline.com) for additional information about the Section 47 assessment.

2. Police Investigation

Where there is a cause to suspect that a child is suffering significant harm, a section 47 investigation is likely to be completed by the children’s team in conjunction with the Police who will be responsible to investigate whether a crime has been committed.

Where the allegation indicates that a criminal offence may have been committed, the Police must be consulted and may complete the investigation as a single agency. However, the Fostering Service will have a duty to consider whether the carer remain suitable to foster given the criminal offence being investigated by the police.  The Fostering Team Leader / Advanced Practitioner will allocate a supervising social worker or the allocated supervising social worker to complete a review of the foster carer’s continued suitability and progress this to fostering panel.

If a Joint Agency investigation is agreed, when supporting an investigation by the Police, the Fostering Manager will decide who should undertake the fostering element of the assessment. Where possible, an alternative supervising social worker can be allocated to undertake this work. In such circumstance the allocated supervising social worker’s role is to focus on keeping the carer informed of the progress of the investigation and providing them with support. 
There may be some circumstances where the allocated Supervising Social Worker’ will not be able to discuss the details of an allegation with the Carer. The Supervising Social Worker may be involved in discussions with the Carer as part of an investigation. Independent support from The Fostering Network may be especially beneficial in these situations.

The supervising social workers undertaking the investigation into the allegation will prepare a report on the investigation and a copy will be provided to the foster carers and their representatives.

 3. Fostering Led Investigation 

Fostering led investigations tend to focus on, but are not limited to, concerns relating to conduct or the behaviour of Carer in and outside their fostering role or members of their household. A decision about which allegation fostering service takes the lead will be made at the Initial Joint Evaluation Meeting or subsequent meeting.

If the Police are not investigating, the Fostering team leader/ Advanced Practitioner in the fostering team, will decide who in the team should take the lead role in investigating alongside the Childcare Social Worker. This will normally be a Supervising Social Worker not previously involved with the Carer and who will be able to provide an independent view. However, there may be circumstances where the Fostering Manager believes that the allocated Supervising Social Worker is best placed to undertake the work. In both circumstances the allocated Supervising Social Worker remains responsible for providing ongoing support. 

The investigation should be completed within 28 working days from the initial Joint Evaluation Meeting whenever possible. However, in exceptional circumstances this timescale may not be achieved especially if a Police investigation is required. If the timescale will not be achieved, oversight of this should be recorded and the Carer should be informed by the Supervising Social Worker of the reasons for the delay. 

The supervising social workers undertaking the investigation into the allegation will prepare a report on the investigation and a copy will be provided to the foster carers and their representatives.
Review of Joint Evaluation meeting and Follow Up Strategy Meeting
The LADO will monitor and record the progress of each case by liaising with Police and/or social work teams (Children Social Care, and the Fostering Service) as appropriate and convene a Review of Joint Evaluation Meeting depending on the complexity of the matter.
The Manager in the children’s team / Advanced Practitioner will monitor progress of Children Enquiries and arrange a further strategy meeting where necessary.
Conclusion of Investigation/ Enquiries
Where the investigation was managed through Joint Evaluation Meeting, and depending on the complexity of the allegation, final meeting to discuss the outcome of the investigation will be held or this can be concluded via a discussion.  Refer to 1.3.4 for the outcome of this meeting.
The following duties will be completed during the final Joint Evaluation Meeting before concluding the investigation:
· Ensure that all tasks have been completed, 
· Decide on the outcome of the investigation, 
· Decide whether the Carer can resume fostering activity with immediate effect, or whether this decision should be made following a Fostering Review and Fostering Panel recommendation, 
· Identify what information will be recorded by the Police for the purposes of future DBS checks; consider if a referral to the DBS is required, 
· Where appropriate, agree an action plan for future practice based on lessons learnt.

Where the investigation was managed through Strategy meeting, final meeting to discuss the outcome of the investigation will be held or this can be concluded via a discussion. The outcome of the Section 47 Enquiries may reflect that the original concerns are:
· Not substantiated; and no further action is required, or family support/ safety plan is needed.
· Substantiated and the child is judged to be suffering, or likely to suffer, significant harm and an initial child protection conference should be held within 15 working days.
Social workers will be communicating to each other and the LADO throughout the investigation process to ensure information sharing and monitoring of the investigation process.

1.3.4 Outcome of Allegations

There are 5 possible outcomes:
· Substantiated
· where there is enough identifiable evidence to prove the allegation, 
· False
· where there is enough evidence to disprove the allegation, 
· Unsubstantiated
· where there is insufficient evidence to prove or disprove the allegation, (does not imply innocence or guilt);
· Unfounded
· where there is no evidence or proper basis which supports the allegation being made. It might also indicate that the person making the allegation misinterpreted the incident or was mistaken about what they saw. Alternatively, they may not have been aware of all the circumstances; (this outcome is not available to staff in schools and colleges)
· Malicious 
· there is clear evidence to prove there has been a deliberate act to deceive and the allegation is entirely false. 

1.3.5 Timescales 

The time taken to investigate and resolve individual cases depends on a variety of factors, including the nature, seriousness and complexity of the allegation, but these targets should be achieved in all but truly exceptional cases. 
· It is expected that 80% of cases should be resolved within one month, 
· 90% within three months, and 
· all but the most exceptional cases should be completed within 12 months. 
· For those cases where it is clear immediately that the allegation is unfounded or malicious, it is expected that they should be resolved within one week.  

1.4 Fostering Processes 
 
1.4.1 Initial Action following the conclusion of Investigation process

The outcome of the investigation process by children’s social care, will be shared on the same day verbally by the Supervising Social Worker and in writing within 7 working days by the Fostering Team Leader.

It is important to note that the social care investigation and police investigation may conclude on different dates and any feedback shared by the Police with the Carer will represent the outcome in line with Police process and procedures which will be different from social care.

Fostering Management Meeting

The Fostering Manager/ Advanced Practitioner will hold a meeting with the allocated supervising social worker and assessing social worker (if they are different) on the same day the Strategy Meeting/ Joint Evaluation Meeting is concluded to coordinate actions that must be taken.
The manager will plan for the following actions to be completed- 
· Confirm the decision and detail any action needed by the Supervising Social Worker and any support needs for the Carer or Child. 
· Advise the Supervising Social Worker to inform the Carer verbally on the same day of the conclusion of the investigation including no further actions required.
· Confirm when the carer’s suspension ends and can continue to look after any Child/ren placed and can take new placements. 
· Ensure records are up to date on the system.
· Update Fostering Reviewing Officer.
· Consider an early foster carer review where necessary and a presentation to Fostering Panel to consider ongoing registration, any recommended changes of registration and to review support plans for the Carer and Child.
· Decide if a referral to the DBS is required.
· Offer the carer an opportunity to attend Evaluation meeting (within 10 days) with their Supervising Social Worker and the manager to discuss the outcome, next steps and support needs. This meeting will also offer Carers an opportunity to share how the process affected them and members of their family and for discussion about steps that may need to be taken to address any needs they may have because of the investigation.
· Confirm records that the carer needs to receive
 
The carer will receive the following records:
	A letter from the Fostering Manager or Advanced Practitioner (where both are not available from a Supervising Social Worker) confirming the outcome of the investigation to the allegation, next steps, and recommendations/support needs identified.
	Within 7 working days

	Where the outcome letter does not include next steps and support needs, an additional letter will be sent to confirm these items.
	Within 10 working days

	Closing Summary Report detailing how the allegation was followed up and resolved, actions taken, decisions reached, and recommendations made.
	Within 30 working days following the conclusion of the investigations



All investigations into allegations should be completed and an outcome recorded, regardless of whether the person involved resigns, and even if the person concerned does not wish to take part in the process. 

If the outcome is unfounded, malicious, or false, the Carer will be able to resume caring for Children immediately. 

If the investigation is concluded as ‘unsubstantiated’ it is likely that Carer may be able to resume caring for children immediately, but they will need to discuss with their Supervising Social Worker any actions or training needed in response to the allegation. 

If the matter is concluded as ‘substantiated’, the Carer will remain on hold and will not be able to care for Children until their Carer review is completed and Fostering Panel have considered if continued registration is appropriate. 



1.4.2 Foster Carer Review and Panel

Substantiated allegations
The Fostering Service will need to consider whether the Carer remains suitable to foster following such findings. 

If there is evidence of serious harm or misconduct that is not compatible with fostering, a report should be prepared by the supervising social worker and reviewed by the Fostering Independent Review Officer within 28 days and presented to Fostering Panel and Agency Decision Maker, recommending that approval be terminated.

For unsubstantiated outcome and other substantiated outcome (that did not raise serious harm or misconduct that is incompatible with fostering), the supervising social worker and carers will complete a specific work, which will give the carers an opportunity to reflect and to (amongst others):

· Examine the circumstances of an allegation
· Explore current issues in the context or of any previous allegations and or concerns.
· Explore and address recommendations made, if any, when the investigation was concluded i.e. any needs, actions and training recommended.
· Make sense of Carers responses and attitude to the allegation
· Reach a view as to whether the Carer remains suitable to foster

The supervising social worker will complete a review report which reflects the work completed with the carer and make a recommendation of the carers’ suitability to foster and progress this to review meeting and fostering panel.

The review meeting will be arranged to take place early or as scheduled depending on the timing of the scheduled review and complexity of needs.

The independent supporter from The Fostering network where allocated will be invited to support the carer at panel.

Unfounded, false and malicious allegations
The outcome of the investigation process and any learning undertaken will be reflected in the Carer’s scheduled annual review meeting. The social worker and the line manager should consider whether any additional support should be offered to the foster carer and family including evaluation meeting for a ‘debrief’. Any further unfounded, false and malicious allegation will be presented to Fostering Panel following scheduled review for quality assurance purpose.

Fostering Panel

Fostering Panel will make a recommendation regarding ongoing registration or potential de-registration. The Fostering Panel are also interested in how the Fostering Service has managed the process and whether the Carer has received appropriate support. 

The Agency Decision Maker (ADM) will make a final decision within 10 working days of the Fostering Panel. 

Upon receipt of the ADM decision, Carers have 28 days to appeal or to make a referral to the Independent Review Mechanism (IRM). Carers are only able to choose one option if they wish to challenge the ADM decision.


1.4.3 Record Keeping

We know that even when the outcome of a concern fully exonerates the Carer the issue remains recorded on their case file. It is therefore vital that all recording is accurate, and that Carers receive clear notification of the outcome. 
Records about any allegations made, how it was investigated and how it was concluded will be retained on file until a Carer reaches (at least) normal retirement age, or for 10 years if that is longer. The purpose of the record is to enable accurate information to be given in response to any future request for a reference. It will provide clarification in cases where a future DBS Disclosure reveals information from the police that an allegation was made but did not result in a prosecution or a conviction and will prevent unnecessary reinvestigation if allegations re-surface later.

1.4.4 Work references and Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS)

Volume 4 of Fostering Service Regulations (3.79) recommends that. Malicious allegations should be removed from personnel records.
Unsubstantiated, unfounded, false and malicious allegations will not be referred to in work/ character references.
The Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) is responsible for maintaining the adults’ and Children’s barred lists. These lists include individuals that are barred from engaging in regulated activity. 

The Local Authority has a duty to refer to DBS where they have withdrawn permission for a person to engage in regulated activity, because the person has either: 
· harmed or poses a risk of harm to a child or vulnerable adult, or 
· satisfied the harm test, or 
· received a caution or conviction for a relevant offence. 
· this also applies if the local authority would or might have withdrawn permission for a person to engage in regulated activity if the person has not otherwise ceased to engage in regulated activity. This includes situations where the person was re-deployed to a non-regulated activity role or resigned or retired.

If, following a ‘substantiated’ allegation or concern, the Fostering Panel recommend deregistration, and this is agreed by the Agency Decision Maker, the Fostering Service will advise the LADO for a referral to DBS and the professional bodies a Carer may be registered with i.e. Social Work England or HCPC or Teaching Regulatory Agency. This would mean that the DBS will consider whether a Carer should be barred from working with Children again in the future, this is their process and Bedford Borough Council will only refer to them and provide information; no further decisions regarding DBS will be made by Bedford Borough Council.


[bookmark: _2._Standard_of]2. Standard of Care Concern
2.1 Introduction
Bedford Borough Council Fostering Service is committed to providing the highest standards of care for Children in care. Children have the right to feel safe, to be treated with respect, and to be valued, and receive a quality of care consistent with at least Bedford Borough Council Fostering Service Policies, National Minimum Standards 2011 and Expectations as set out in Foster Carer Agreement and Foster Carer Handbook.
Ensuring the maintenance of good quality care will be central to the Supervising Social Workers role in working to support the Carer.
The Fostering Team Leader/ Advanced Practitioner will ensure that processes for ensuring a safe, quality environment are maintained and address any minor issues through regular supervision of Supervising Workers and monitoring of the service.

Standard of Care Concerns applies to a wide range of concerns and are raised for a variety of reasons but are usually when: 
· There is a concern expressed in direct relation to the Carer’s conduct, discriminatory attitude or behaviour or poor working with birth parents. 
· It is thought that a Carer/Household has not provided the Child with the standard of care expected of a registered Carer under fostering regulations and national minimum standards and Bedford Borough Council fostering policies and procedures either due to a specific incident or because of ongoing, persistent issues. 
· It is thought that a Carer is not meeting the expectation set out in the foster carer’s agreement and foster carer handbook. For example, unreasonable or inappropriate responses to managing a child’s behaviour. 
· When the Carer is not meeting the Child’s needs as outlined in a Child’s care plan.
· When the Carer does not follow set guidance in a specific situation which results in a Child being exposed to different standards and expectations of care between households e.g. when a Child moves placements or transitions to adoption. 
· When others in the Child’s network do not agree with aspects of the care provided by the Carer or have different standards and expectations of the care that they believe should be provided by the Carer and the Carer/s putting clear boundaries about their role to protect a Child from such expectations.
· When a Child does not agree with aspects of parenting provided by their Carer which are considered by Social Workers as inappropriate or falling short of expectations. 
· When the Carer is consistently unreceptive to support and advice of Social Workers including additional support that has been arranged: such as training offered to improve their childcare practice.  
· When something has happened in a Carers private life that may have an impact on their care of Children. 
· This would also include accumulating concerns about practices of the Carer; a worsening ‘one off’ or continuing low level concerns about day-to-day care.

2.2 Standards of Care (SoC) Process

Fostering National Minimum Standard 22.6 makes it a requirement for the fostering service to report allegations to the LADO including those which ‘on the face of it may appear relatively insignificant or that have also been reported directly to the police or Children and Family Services’.
The Fostering Manager or Advanced Practitioner (or the allocated Supervising Social Worker) will consult with the LADO about all allegations received to determine whether this meets the safeguarding threshold. 
Where a concern does not meet the safeguarding threshold, it will not be referred to the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO). It will be investigated under Fostering Service Internal Procedure. 
Fostering Management Meeting

The Fostering Leader/ Advanced Practitioner will chair a meeting attended by supervising social worker (or if they are not available someone else from the fostering team who knows the Carer), the allocated childcare Social Worker, and relevant Line Managers within 3 working days following a decision not to hold strategy meeting or Joint Evaluation Meeting. In some instances, it will be clear from the outset that the Concern received is an internal fostering matter.

 The Carer is not involved in this meeting. 

The Fostering Management Meeting will plan as follows: 

· Make consideration whether the Concern requires one of fostering internal investigation/ assessment mentioned below  
· No further action.
· Exploration by the Supervising Social Worker within the supervision and support process
· Specific Issue Investigation
· ‘Standard of Care’ Concern
· plan any assessment needed of the concern; 
· decide who will take responsibility for speaking to relevant parties including the Child/ren if required, 
· confirm if any Children in the household are at risk of harm where removal should be considered by the child’s social work team; with a decision to be made by the Head of Service
· consider any risk assessment and safety plan that needs to be put in place
· decide if a referral should be made to the Integrated Front Door (IFD) regarding any birth children living in the household, (If a referral is being made to the IFD, the Carers should be advised of this, unless this places any child at further risk of harm), 
· decide what information will be shared with the Carer and agree timescales for this to take place.
Fostering Internal Investigation
No Further Action
The Fostering Manager will confirm the decision made, the rationale for it and detailing any action needing to be considered by the Supervising Social Worker, and any support needs for the Carer and Children. They will also update the Fostering Independent Reviewing Officer.
The Supervising Social Worker is responsible for informing the Carer of the Concern, and what decision has been made regarding further action, if any. The Supervising Social Worker should also advise the Carer that independent support is available through The Fostering Network if they require it.
Exploration by the Supervising Social Worker within the supervision and support process
It is expected that majority of the issues that may arise will be resolved at this level through regular support and supervision by Supervising Social Worker and this will include recommendation for learning and development to meet the requirement for their continuous personal development and to meet a specific identified need. 
The Supervising Social Worker is responsible for informing the Carer of the Concern, and what decision has been made regarding further action, if any. 
The Supervising Social Worker should also advise the Carer that independent support is available through The Fostering Network if they require it. 
The supervising social worker will record resolution of issues on Carer’s supervision report, discuss it in supervision with Line Manager and at scheduled annual review report.

Specific Issue Investigation/ Assessment
This investigation deals a wide range of issues which does not meet the Standard of Care Concern criteria such as but not limited to -
Minor concerns and low-level concerns should be resolved in consultation with the Supervising Social Worker and the Carer. Standard of Care procedures will be invoked if it is not possible to resolve the concerns at this first stage or when they become persistent.
Significant negative feedback from other professionals which may be shared during the year, or it is specifically received as part of the fostering review process, and it may have an impact on carers registration. Such feedback should be explored with the relevant professionals and the Carer to ensure that the carer had opportunity to respond and or submit written representation. 

Depending on the severity of the issue, Fostering Management Meeting to conclude the investigation and Specific Issue report will be completed and signed off by the line manager and submitted at the meeting for outcome of the investigation.
The Specific Issue assessment report will recommend a clear outcome which will detail whether the concern is: 
Substantiated- where there is enough identifiable evidence to validate the concern raised. 
Unsubstantiated- where there is insufficient evidence to prove or disprove the concern. 
Unfounded- where there is no evidence or proper basis which supports the concern made. 
Malicious- where there is clear evidence to prove that there has been a deliberate act to deceive, and the allegation is entirely false. 
False- where there is enough evidence to disprove the concern.
Specific Issue report together with foster carer review report will be submitted for the next foster carer review meeting and fostering panel, where necessary. 
The Carer will have an opportunity to make written representation if they wish to.
Were this exploration causes delay with completion of foster carer review, management oversight will be completed on carers’ file.
The Supervising Social Worker is responsible for informing the Carer of the Concern, and what decision has been made regarding further action, if any. The Supervising Social Worker should also advise the Carer that independent support is available through The Fostering Network if they require it.

The carer should receive a copy of Specific Issue Report within 10 working days following the Fostering Management Meeting.

Standard of Care Assessment
Carers will always be given as much information as possible. Justification for withholding information can be made only if there is a risk to a Child if the information is shared. 

The allocated Supervising Social Worker is responsible for keeping the Carer informed of the process and progress of the assessment and providing them with ongoing and regular, support throughout the process.  
They should also advise the Carer that independent support provided by The Fostering Network is available if they require it.
The Carer will have an opportunity to make written representation if they wish to.

The SoC assessment should be completed within 28 working days from the planning/discussion meeting whenever possible. In exceptional circumstances this timescale may not be achieved. If the timescale will not be achieved management oversight of this should be recorded. 
The SoC assessment will usually be led by the allocated Supervising Social Worker or another Social Worker in the team. Consideration should be given to whether the assessment may be undertaken by workers who are not familiar with the Carer if it is agreed that an independent view is necessary. 

Were this exploration causes delay with completion of foster carer review, management oversight will be completed on carers’ file.

Fostering Management Meeting 

The purpose of the meeting is to ensure the following: 

· To confirm the decision and detail any action needed by the Supervising Social Worker and any support needs for the Carer or Child. 
· Advise the Supervising Social Worker to inform the Carer of the conclusion of the assessment including no further actions required.
· To decide whether Carer can continue to look after any Child/ren placed and can take new placements. 
· Ensure records are up to date on the system.
· Update Fostering Reviewing Officer.
· Consider an early foster carer review where necessary and a presentation to Fostering Panel to consider ongoing registration, any recommended changes of registration and to review support plans for the Carer and Child.
· Decide if a referral to the DBS is required.
·  Ensure the Social Worker who has completed the SoC assessment share the report with the Carers including any recommended support plans for the Carer or Child within 10 working days of the concluding management discussion
The outcome of the assessment and a report will be shared with LADO for any assessments that required the LADO oversight. For example, where the police have been involved or concerns that may have been identified during the Joint Evaluation Meetings process.














The foster carer will receive information and records as follows:

	Verbally informed by the supervising social worker of the outcome of Standard of care assessment
	Same day Meeting being held.


	Report completed of the investigation including a letter from the manager confirming the outcome
	Within 10 working days



2.3 Outcome and Foster Carer Review

The SoC assessment will recommend a clear outcome which will detail whether the SoC was: 

Substantiated- where there is enough identifiable evidence to validate the concern raised. 
Unsubstantiated- where there is insufficient evidence to prove or disprove the concern. 
Unfounded- where there is no evidence or proper basis which supports the concern made. 
Malicious- where there is clear evidence to prove that there has been a deliberate act to deceive, and the allegation is entirely false. 
False- where there is enough evidence to disprove the concern. 
Within 10 working days of the conclusion of the conclusion of management planning, the carer should be offered an evaluation meeting by their Supervising Social Worker and the manager to discuss the outcome, next steps and support needs. This meeting will also offer Carers an opportunity to share how the process affected them and members of their family and for discussion about steps that may need to be taken to address any needs they may have because of the investigation.

Alternatively, they can raise any views/feedback through the Fostering Escalation Process and local authority’s complaint process. 
They are also able to access their records through a Subject Access Request. 
Foster Carer Review and Fostering Panel
The Fostering Service will need to consider whether the Carer remains suitable to foster following such findings.

Foster Carer Review and panel is not required if the assessment confirms that the concerns were unfounded, malicious, or false and there are no recommended changes to the Carer’s terms of registration. However, this should be reflected at the carers' next scheduled annual review for quality assurance purposes and learning.
Foster Carer Review required for Substantiated outcome
If there is evidence of misconduct that is not compatible with fostering, a report should be prepared by the supervising social worker and reviewed by the Fostering Independent Review Officer within 28 days and presented to Fostering Panel and Agency Decision Maker, recommending that approval be terminated.

For unsubstantiated outcome and  other substantiated outcome (that did not raise misconduct that is incompatible with fostering) and where a change in registration is needed, the supervising social worker and carers will complete a specific work, which will give the carers an opportunity to reflect and consider lessons learned, address recommendations made, if any, needs, actions and training recommended, consider the support needs of the Carer and consideration of any implications if there is a previous SoC assessment.

The supervising social worker will complete a review report which reflects the work completed with the carer and make a recommendation of the carers’ suitability to foster and progress this to review meeting and fostering panel.

The review meeting will be arranged to take place early or as scheduled depending on the timing of the scheduled review and complexity of needs.

The review report together with the SoC Assessment will be presented to Fostering Panel for a recommendation regarding re-registration including any changes in registration needed or de-registration. The Fostering Panel are also interested in how the Fostering Service has managed the process and whether the Carer has received appropriate support. 
The independent supporter from The Fostering network, where allocated, will be invited to the review meeting and panel.

The ADM will make a final decision within 10 working days of the Fostering panel. 

Upon receipt of the ADM decision, Carers have 28 working days to appeal the ADM decision or to request referral to the Independent Review Mechanism. 


3. 'On Hold’ Process
There are two ways that a Carer can be placed on hold:
1. Being placed on hold as a support measure.

This may be requested by the Carer, or this may come following an agreement between the Carer and their Supervising Social Worker to give the Carer a break for whatever reason: for example, a change in Carer circumstance. 

If a Carer takes a break for more than three months and there has been no significant change in their circumstances, a supervision visit would need to be completed before they can be approached about Children.
Where a Carer takes a break for a year, their Foster Carer Review would need to be completed and if there has been no significant change in their circumstances, it would be possible for them to be approached about taking Children before their review report is presented at Panel. 
Form F update will be completed where the carer has been on hold for more than a year and there have been significant changes in their circumstances.
In both situations, the purpose of the supervision visit, and review will be to explore the Carers’ current circumstances and their availability, factors that lead them to go on hold and whether these are resolved, matching consideration and support needs for the Carer. 
2. Being placed on hold while allegation and or standard of care enquiries are taking place.

Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) states that putting the Carers on hold should be considered in any case where: 
· there is cause to suspect a Child is at risk of significant harm; 
· the allegation warrants investigation by Police; or 
· the allegation is of such a serious nature it might be grounds for recommending termination of approval. 

Bedford Borough Council will not place any additional Child with a Carer whilst there is an active investigation into an allegation or a Standard of Care concern.  A Carer will be placed ‘on hold’ which means they will not be approached to take new placements, including planned respite. Exceptions can be agreed, and the Head of Service should be consulted to agree whether a Carer should be placed ‘on hold’ or be able to continue with planned new placements.

The decision will be communicated in writing to the foster carer by the Designated Person or the Manager of the Fostering Service.

If the investigation is concluded as ‘unfounded’, ‘malicious’ or ‘false’ the Carer will be able to resume fostering immediately.

If the investigation is concluded as ‘unsubstantiated’ it is likely that Carer may be able to resume taking Children again immediately, but they will need to discuss with their Supervising Social Worker any actions or training needed in response to the allegation. 

If the matter is concluded as ‘substantiated’, the Carer will remain on hold and will not be able to care for Children until their Foster Carer Review is completed and Fostering Panel have considered if continued registration is appropriate.

4. Complaints
A complaint may be generally defined as an expression of dissatisfaction or disquiet in relation to an individual child which requires a response.
It may relate to a current or past situation, either as a single incident or concern about unacceptable behaviours over time. For instance, where no harm/child protection concerns are raised but it is suggested that the Carer’s practice has fallen short of what should be expected.
4.1 Complaints made by or on behalf of Children
Children in care are consulted and encouraged to give their views on a regular basis about the care that they receive and some of them will make a complaint via their Social Worker or Independent Review Officer. Parents and Social Workers or other members of the public can make a complaint about a Carer’s conduct or standard of care.
Complaints or concerns raised about a Carer, or anyone in their household, that are received by Social Worker and Independent Review Officer (or made by them) will be shared and discussed with the Fostering Service to coordinate a response. 

Complaints raised about a Carer or anyone in their household that are received directly via Bedford Borough Council Team at Be.Heard@bedford.gov.uk will be regarded as a ‘formal complaint’ and therefore will require the involvement of the ‘Be Heard’ team to respond appropriately. 

When an allegation of abuse or Standards of Care concern has been raised directly by a Child about their Carer or another adult in their household, the Child should be asked by their allocated Social Worker or the childcare team if they wish the matter to be managed as a formal complaint and a referral be made to the ‘Be Heard’ team.  

Complaints Outcome: Foster Carer Review and Fostering Panel
When a complaint does not raise child protection concerns; a Supervising Social Worker will have a reflective discussion with the Carer about the complaint to encourage learning and identify support needs such as training. The Carer’s learning needs will be reflected in their next scheduled foster carer review. If this is not the first complaint against a Carer, their review will be presented at the next Fostering Panel following their scheduled review for quality assurance purposes and learning.

For complaints which raise child protection concerns please refer to the Allegations Against Foster Carers and Standard of Care Concern segments of this report for further information about the next steps.

4.2 Complaints made by the Carer
On some occasions, Carers may wish to express their views and feelings about their dissatisfaction with the service they receive from the department.
.gDetails about the process that Carers can take to express their views directly with fostering service can be found in Foster Carer Escalation policy 

Complaints raised from a Carer that are received directly via Bedford Borough Council Team at Be.Heard@bedford.gov.uk will be regarded as a ‘formal complaint’ and therefore will require the involvement of the ‘Be Heard’ team to respond appropriately. 

Where a Carer wishes to make a formal complaint, details about the process, are found in Bedford Borough Council’s Complaints and Representations Procedure. 

















APPENDICES 
Appendix A
CHECKLIST: WHAT CARERS CAN EXPECT FROM FOSTERING SERVICE AND CHILDREN’S TEAM
	TASKS
	TICK

	Beginning of Investigation

	Verbally informed:
· Of allegation as soon as this is permitted in line with process.
i. (It is likely that this will not be full details of process, depending on nature of the allegation- decisions about what happens next may not be clear and would be considered at this stage.
· Of support available to you.
 
	

	Receive written confirmation about the following:

	Notified of:
· The Allegation made 
· The process that follows and the nature of the investigation and update of the progress about the enquiries/investigation,
· Support available to you including from Fostering Network
· How to access the Allegation policy and multi-Agency policy
· If desired: referral to The Fostering Network for Independent Supporter
· If carer has additional work in a childcare setting (i.e. teaching nursery, children charity): the employer will be notified
· whether they will be suspended from fostering or not.
	

	The child or children in your care: 

a. Where a Child/ren was removed from your care, or when a Child who made an allegation is removed and other children remain in the care of a Carer, a written explanation of reasons why this decision was made by the children’s team. 
Note: explanation may be given after the children have been moved depending on the nature of the allegation and what is allowed to be shared / risk assessment.
b. Carers’ enquiry about family time/ contact or update about a child who was in their care. 
Note: The decision on what information is shared and whether you can have family time/ contact with a child will be based on what is right and appropriate at the time for that individual child, and what confidentiality allows. 
	

	Birth Children:

· whether birth children will be spoken to,
· Where the local authority decides to refer birth children to Integrated Front line team
a. The decision will be shared by children’s team verbally and in writing.

	

	Mid way Investigation

	Where the investigation is taking some time to complete:
·  receive a written update about the progress of the investigation
	

	End of Investigation

	Outcome: 
· be informed verbally on same day Social Care investigation concluded about outcome of the investigation and recommendations (if any).
Written Communication about the following:
· Outcome of the investigation and recommendation if any
· Information about how the outcome affects references and whether referral to DBS is required
· Next steps
· Decision about whether a child can return to your care if they were moved- (this will involve coordination with children’s team
· If carer was suspended- decision about when this will come to an end and when they can go on vacancy list – (list about foster carer available to be approached about children)
· Clarity about how the recommendation will be followed through.
· Arrangement being mase regarding foster carer review and fostering panel
· Closing Summary Report of how the investigation was completed.
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