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1.	Introduction
1.1	This policy sets out how Portsmouth City Council will respond to and manage allegations against all approved foster carers, including:
· Family and friends (kinship foster carers)
· Mainstream foster carers

1.1	The policy ensures that:
· Children are safeguarded and central to decision making
· Foster carers are treated fairly and with respect
· Processes are clear, consistent, and timely

1.2	It applies to all professionals involved in the management of allegations, including social workers, supervising social workers, LADO, police, and fostering panel members.

2.	Principles and Legal Framework
2.1	Principles
2.1.1	Portsmouth City Council is committed to a safeguarding approach that is child-centred, fair, and transparent. The following principles underpin all responses to allegations against foster carers:

2.1.2	Serious, Proportionate, and Fair Response
All allegations are taken seriously and responded to promptly, with proportionate investigation and a commitment to fairness for all parties involved.

2.1.3	Support and Procedural Fairness for Foster Carers
Foster carers are entitled to:
· Clear, timely communication
· Access to independent support (Foster Talk)
· A process that is fair, respectful, and free from unnecessary delay

2.1.4	Child Welfare as Paramount, with Balanced Consideration
The child’s safety and wellbeing remain the primary concern. However, this must be balanced with the rights, dignity, and emotional wellbeing of foster carers and their families.

2.1.5	Transparency, Accountability, and Learning
Allegation processes are conducted with transparency, supported by:
· Robust quality assurance
· Regular oversight
· A culture of continuous learning and improvement
2.2	Legal Framework
2.2.1	This policy is informed by the following legislation, statutory guidance, and sector research:
· Children Act 1989 & 2004
· Working Together to Safeguard Children (2018, updated 2023)
· Fostering Services (England) Regulations 2011
· National Minimum Standards for Fostering Services (2011)
· Managing Allegations Against Adults Caring for Children (DfE, 2021)
· Research in Practice: Responding to Allegations (2022)
· DfE Independent Review of Children’s Social Care (2022)

3	Roles and Responsibilities
3.0.1	Clear roles and responsibilities are essential to ensure a coordinated, timely, and fair response to allegations. The following outlines the key responsibilities of each professional involved:
3.0.2	Referrer
· Any professional or individual who becomes aware of a concern or allegation must immediately notify the supervising social worker and/or fostering team leader.
· Delay in reporting can compromise safeguarding and procedural fairness.

3.0.2	Supervising Social Worker (SSW)
· Records and triages the concern or allegation.
· Ensures the carer is offered independent support.
· Is the carer's primary point of contact and support throughout the process.
 
3.0.3	Fostering and Children Service Leader and Team Leader
· Reviews the concern and confirms whether it meets the threshold for LADO referral.
· Coordinates with the LADO and other professionals to initiate the appropriate response.
· Ensures timely updates and oversight of the investigation process.
· Update ensuring process followed and everyone aware. 

3.0.4	Children’s Social Worker
· Ensures the child’s welfare and voice are central throughout the process.
· Gathers and records the child’s views at key stages.
· Works with the IRO and LADO to inform decisions about placement and safety.



3.0.5	Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO)
· Must be informed of the allegation within 2 working days.
· Contributes to safety planning and is consulted on key safeguarding decisions, such as placement moves.
· Ensures the child’s care plan remains appropriate and is updated in light of the allegation.

3.0.6	Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO)
· Oversees all allegations that meet the threshold of harm or potential harm.
· Coordinates the multi-agency response, including strategy meetings and decision-making.
· Ensures the process is fair, proportionate, and compliant with statutory guidance.

3.0.7	In fostering, the LADO becomes involved when a carer is alleged to have:
· Behaved in a way that has harmed or may harm a child.
· Possibly committed a criminal offence against 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 in a way that indicates they may not be suitable to work with children.  

3.0.8	Fostering Panel
· Review cases where there is a proposal to change approval terms, reapprove after suspension, or deregister a carer.
· Provides a recommendation to the Agency Decision Maker (ADM).

3.0.9	Agency Decision Maker (ADM)
· Makes the final decision on approval status following panel recommendations.
· Must ensure decisions are evidence-based, timely, and clearly communicated to the carer.

4.	Allegations and Concerns
4.1.	When Police Involvement Must Be Considered
4.1.1	Even if concerns appear low-level, referral to the police is required if there is any indication of:
· Sexual harm, grooming, or exploitation.
· Physical assault resulting in injury or clear intent to harm.
· Coercive, degrading, or threatening behaviour.
· A pattern of escalating concerns or recent re-referrals.

4.1.2	If in doubt, consult the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO). Ongoing standards of care do not requiring consultation. 

4.2	Allegations with No Supporting Evidence
4.2.1	These are allegations assessed by the LADO as:
· Clearly false or fabricated.
· Lacking corroborating detail or context.
· Made in retaliation or frustration, e.g., a child upset about being grounded.

4.2.2	Such cases may be closed quickly following a case discussion especially where there is no pattern of concern.

4.3	Low-Level Concerns Already Addressed
4.3.1	Concerns that:
· Occurred months or years ago, and
· Were appropriately addressed at the time, or
· Do not indicate current risk to children.

4.3.2	These should be recorded but typically do not require further investigation unless new risks emerge.

4.4	Standards of Care Concerns
4.4.1	These involve questionable practice or breaches of fostering standards, but do not constitute abuse or significant harm.
4.4.2	Examples could include:
· Leaving a child unsupervised for short periods against guidance.
· Excessive or inappropriate discipline (e.g., prolonged grounding, shouting).
· Poor hygiene, disorganised household, or inconsistent routines.
· Delays in attending medical appointments.
· Not following agreed family time arrangements.
· Not encouraging education attendance. 

4.4.3	These are best addressed through a standards of care investigation or household review, and not via the LADO allegation route.

4.5	Policy Breaches Without Harm
4.5.1	These are instances where the carer acts outside of policy or guidance, but no harm is caused to the child.

4.5.2	Examples include:
· Taking a child on holiday without prior approval.
· Posting a photo of the child on social media (accidentally or with identifying details).

4.5.3	These could be serious practice issues, but not criminal unless they result in direct harm.

4.6	Miscommunication or Misunderstandings
4.6.1	These arise from child disclosures or third-party concerns that, upon clarification, do not raise safeguarding issues.

4.6.2	Examples include:
· A child says, “carer wouldn’t let me out of my room,” but it was a supervised time-out or bedtime routine.
· A neighbour reports shouting, later clarified as a behavioural incident already recorded and managed.
· A cultural or colloquial expression is misinterpreted by the child or a professional.

4.6.3	These are often resolved through a brief inquiry, supervision note, or reflective session with the carer.
 
5.	Decisions and Actions Following Allegation
5.1	Does Not Meet Threshold
5.1.1	Allegations that do not meet the threshold for a criminal offence and pose no immediate safeguarding risk can often be managed internally by the fostering service. These typically involve low-level concerns or standards of care issues.

5.2	Threshold Met & Immediate Actions (Day 0–1)
· Immediate triage of concerns upon receipt.
· If threshold is met, LADO referral must be made within 24 hours.
· Head of Service must be notified.
· Consider immediate safeguarding measures, such as:
· Placement move
· Contact restrictions
· Increased supervision
· The foster carer must be informed of the situation as soon as possible, and ideally within 24 hours, unless otherwise advised by the Strategy Meeting lead or the Police. If there is a delay in informing the carer, the reasons must be clearly documented, along with what can be said. If the matter arises out of hours, efforts must still be made to support and contact the foster carer/s. Communication should be handled sensitively, and only information that is appropriate and permitted should be shared. 

5.3	Strategy Meeting (within 48 hours)
· Convened by as soon as possible with 'Managing Allegations Meeting' dovetailing.   
· Attendees may include:
· LADO
· Supervising Social Worker (SSW)
· Child’s Social Worker
· Police (if criminal element)
· Fostering/child Team Leader
· Fostering/child Service Leader
· IRO (if applicable)

5.3.1	Meeting outcomes should include:
· Agreed investigation pathway (e.g., child protection, police, standards of care).
· Interim safeguarding and support measures.
· Communication strategy (with child, carer, birth family).
· Timescales and lead professionals identified.

5.4	Investigation Process (Within 1–10 Working Days)
5.4.1	Investigation Pathways:
· Section 47 enquiry (Children Act 1989).
· Police investigation.
· Standards of care investigation by the fostering service.
· Fact-finding interviews (investigation) conducted by the Higher Grade Supervising Social Worker.

5.4.2	Process Standards:
· All foster carers must be offered independent support through Foster Talk.
· Carers should receive updates at least weekly from their Supervising Social Worker.
· Written outcome of the investigation must be shared with the carer.

5.4.3	Timescales:
· Aim to complete core investigative work within 10 working days.
· Hold a multi-agency decision meeting to agree the outcome and next steps ideally by day 15. 
· 80% of allegations should be resolved within 4 weeks (20 working days).
· All cases should be concluded within 3 months, unless justified delays are recorded and shared.

5.5	Outcomes, Reviews and Communication
	Outcomes
5.4.1	Following the conclusion of an allegation investigation, outcomes must be clearly recorded, communicated to all relevant parties, and used to inform future planning, support, and decision-making.

LADO Outcome Categories
5.4.2	These are the formal outcomes determined through the LADO-led process, based on the evidence available:

	Outcome
	Definition
	Implications

	Substantiated
	There is sufficient evidence to prove the allegation occurred.
	May lead to changes in approval, panel referral, or deregistration.

	Unsubstantiated
	There was not enough evidence to prove it happened, or that it didn’t. This does not mean that it was believed to be true, only that it couldn’t be confirmed either way. 
	May still trigger a standards of care review or support plan.

	Unfounded
	There is no evidence to support the allegation, and it is determined that the incident did not occur as described or at all.
	No further action required; may be noted at next review.

	Malicious
	The allegation was deliberately invented with intent to cause harm.
	Recorded as such; may trigger safeguarding actions for the child or referrer.

	False
	There is clear evidence that the  allegation was proven to be not true.
	No action against the carer; may inform future risk assessments.








Fostering Service Outcomes (where applicable)
5.4.3	These outcomes relate to the carer’s ongoing approval and practice, and are determined by the fostering service (often in consultation with panel and ADM):

	Outcome
	Definition
	Next Steps

	No Further Action
	No concerns remain following investigation.
	Investigation closed. Noted in supervision document and the next annual review.

	Care standard Concern
	Minor or isolated issue identified, not meeting harm threshold.
	Addressed through supervision, training, or support plan. It is noted at the next annual review.

	Referral for household review and  Panel
	Concerns require formal review of approval status.
	Full report presented to panel; carer invited to respond.

	Deregistration
	Carer is no longer considered suitable to foster.
	Requires panel recommendation and ADM decision.



Review and Communication 
5.4.4	Outcome Letter: Carers must receive a formal written outcome within 48 hours from the Fostering Support Service Leader, including the LADO decision and any internal fostering service actions.

5.4.5	Debrief: A post-allegation debrief should be offered within 10 working days of closure. Team Leader of the Supervising Social Worker to lead, unless there is rational for an alternative lead.    

5.5.6	Panel Presentation:
· Substantiated: Panel review within 30 working days.
· Unsubstantiated: Household review presented within 8 weeks (if concerns remain).

5.5.7	Annual Review: All outcomes should be considered at the next annual review, even if no further action is taken.

6.	Removal of Children from Foster Home
6.1	Guiding Principle
6.1.1 	Removing a child from a foster home is highly disruptive, particularly where a secure attachment exists. Unless the risk is unmanageable, maintaining placement stability is often in the child’s best interest. Every effort must be made to protect both the child’s welfare and the carer’s rights.

6.1.2	Prior to considering the removal of a child from their foster home:
· Strategy Discussion or Urgent Planning Meeting - child’s social worker, fostering team, LADO, and police (if relevant). This meeting will ensure clear risk/safety assessment to inform decision making.   
· Exploration of Alternatives to Removal
· Safety plan.
· Removal of other household members.
· Increased supervision or support.
· Best Interests Test - removal is justified only if remaining in home presents a greater risk than moving.
· Documentation of Rationale
· Clear written decision with input from all agencies.
· Recorded on both the child’s and carer’s files.

6.2	Circumstances That May Justify Removal
6.2.1	Allegation of Serious Harm or Abuse by the Carer:
· Physical, sexual, or emotional abuse.
· Significant neglect affecting health or development - Example: A child alleges being hit with an object; visible bruising is observed.

6.2.2	Alleged Risk from Another Household Member:
· Allegation involves someone in the household (e.g., partner, adult child, frequent visitor).
· Carer is unable or unwilling to safeguard the child from that person - Example: Ongoing police investigation into a partner who cannot be removed from the home.

6.2.3	Failure to Follow Safeguarding Advice:
· Carer does not comply with agreed safety plans.
· Carer pressures the child or obstructs the investigation - Example: Carer questions the child about their disclosure or confronts professionals.

6.2.4	Evidence of Immediate Emotional or Psychological Harm:
· Child shows fear, anxiety, or distress in the placement.
· Observations or assessments indicate deteriorating mental health - Example: Child refuses to eat or sleep, or regresses developmentally.

6.2.5	Risk to Other Children in the Household:
· Even if the allegation concerns one child, there may be wider concerns.
· Especially relevant if there is a pattern of previous complaints.

6.3	Situations Where Removal May Not Be Required
6.3.1	In some situations, it will not be necessary for the child to move from their foster home:	
· Allegations are unsubstantiated or vague, with no immediate risk indicators. 
· Concerns relate to standards of care (e.g., shouting, overuse of consequences).
· Police investigation concerns a non-household incident (e.g., historic or community-based).
· Carer is fully cooperative, and a safety plan can mitigate risk - Example: No unsupervised contact, supervision by another adult.

6.3.2	If immediate removal is not necessary, considering implementing:
· Enhanced unannounced visits.
· Written risk assessment and support/safety plans.
· Temporary restrictions on fostering activities.
· Additional reflective supervision and training.

7.	Panel Decision-Making and Early Review
7.1	Panel Decision-Making
7.1.1	The following table shows when a referral to panel should and should not be made:

	Situation
	Panel Required?
	Notes

	Deregistration proposed
	Yes
	Legal requirement

	Substantiated allegation (suitability)
	Yes
	To assess ongoing suitability

	A major incident - concerns about practice or safeguarding, even if not a formal allegation
	Yes
	To assess ongoing suitability

	Resignation during unresolved concern
	Yes
	For closure and ADM decision

	Allegation unfounded or unsubstantiated
	No
	Service Leader signs off with rationale. Document in supervision or next review



	Process following a substantiated allegation or concern
7.1.2	If an allegation leads to reconsideration of the carer’s approval:
· A full review report must be prepared and presented to panel within 6 weeks of the investigation’s conclusion. Panel availability should not be a reason to delay
· Carers must be:
· Invited to submit their views.
· Offered the opportunity to attend panel with support if required (eg Foster Talk, friend). 
· The Agency Decision Maker (ADM) must confirm the final decision within 7 working days of the panel.

8.	Foster Carer and Child Support
8.01	Foster carers and children involved in allegation investigations require timely, compassionate, and structured support. This section outlines the expectations and best practices for ensuring both carers and children are safeguarded and supported throughout the process.

8.1	Comprehensive Support for Foster Carers During Allegations
	Independent Advocacy and Emotional Support
8.1.1	Carers must be offered independent support immediately upon notification of an allegation. Portsmouth commission 'Foster Talk' who have a dedicated Allegations Support Team who provide advocacy, expertise, and support throughout the allegations process. 

Personalised Wellbeing Plans
8.1.2	Carer wellbeing is essential, and the Supervising Social Worker is responsible for developing a wellbeing plan with the carer to include:
· Preferred communication methods.
· Access to respite or training.
· Counselling or peer support.
· Reintroduction plan if suspended.

8.1.3	Predictable Communication and Updates
The Supervising Social Worker is the point of contact for the carer and must maintain weekly contact with the carer, even during quiet phases.   

Transparent Categorisation of Concerns
8.1.4	Once the threshold decision has been made, a decision rationale letter must be sent to the carer within 48 hours of the decision, signed by the service leader. The letter must clearly distinguish between:
· Allegations (harm threshold met; LADO-led).
· Standards of Care Issues (practice concerns; fostering-led).

Feedback and Aftercare
8.1.5	Conduct a post-allegation debrief within 10 working days of closure, led by a team leader of the Supervising Social Worker, unless there is rational for an alternative lead. Feedback should include:
· Support quality.
· Communication.
· Impact on fostering motivation.
· Feed findings into quality assurance and service improvement.

8.2	Child’s Voice and Involvement in Allegation Investigations
Proactive and Ongoing Engagement
8.2.1	The child’s needs and views must be actively and age-appropriately sought by their Social Worker and recorded at all key stages:  
· Initial concern.
· Pre/post strategy discussions.
· Placement or outcome decisions. 

Access to Independent Advocacy
8.2.2	Every child involved or affected must be offered an independent advocate, regardless of who raised the concern.

9.	Quality Assurance and Learning
9.01	Transparent oversight and continuous learning are essential to safeguarding children, ensuring fair processes for foster carers, and improving system-wide practice. Portsmouth is committed to robust, accountable, and evidence-informed monitoring of all allegations and concerns.

9.1	Senior Management Oversight and Case Monitoring
	Monitoring
9.1.1	The Service Leader and Head of Service will review all open allegations every 4 weeks, focusing on:
· Timeliness of investigation
· Support provided to carers and children
· Progress against agreed outcomes

Tracking
9.1.2	An Allegations Tracker will be kept up to date capturing:
· Key dates (referral, strategy meeting, interviews, closure)
· Support offered (ISW, advocacy, updates)
· RAG system for delays or stalled cases

9.1.3	This ensures early escalation of delays and prevents prolonged uncertainty for carers and children.




Thematic Learning 
9.1.4	The fostering service will log and analyse themes from allegations quarterly (e.g., supervision gaps, safe care issues, contact concerns).

9.1.5	Allegations involving serious harm, multiple children, or repeated concerns must be considered for:
· Internal case learning reviews
· Escalation to Portsmouth Safeguarding Children Partnership 
· Fostering Panel scrutiny through quarterly meetings with the service if systemic issues are identified 

9.1.7	Six monthly reports on allegations will be submitted to the Corporate Parenting Operational Group for scrutiny.  Allegations will be reported in annual Fostering Report, presented to the Lead Mamber for Children, Families and Education. 

  
2

image1.jpeg




image2.emf

