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1. Legal Context

Under the 1989 Children Act the Local Authority has a duty to promote contact for both Children in Need and those Looked After.  It is important to note that when the court is asked to determine any question with respect to the child's upbringing 'the child's welfare shall be the court's paramount consideration'.  In any court proceedings contact must be seen as being in the best interests of the child and should not be harmful or detrimental to the child. The child's own wishes and feelings must be taken into account, having regard to their age and degree of understanding. The court is required to consider the issue of contact prior to making a care order.
For Children in Need, this duty is detailed in Schedule 2 Children Act 1989 paragraph 10. 

'Every Local Authority shall take such steps as are reasonably practicable, where any child within their area who is in need and whom they are not looking after is living apart from his family -

a. to enable him to live with his family; or

b. to promote contact between him and his family, 

If, in their opinion, it is necessary to do so in order to safeguard or promote his welfare.'
In practice, the Local Authority is rarely involved in contact in Children in Need situations.  Where there are disputes in these cases they are dealt with through private law where the Local Authority is not party to the proceedings. The Local Authority may be involved in contact arrangements where child protection concerns have resulted in the child being separated from a family member. 

There is no duty on the Local Authority to supervise contact arrangements in private law proceedings.  The court, when making a Section 8 Child Arrangement Order, cannot make supervision by a Local Authority a condition of contact under Section 11(7) of the Act.  However, in some areas there have been occasions when Family Assistance Orders have been used by the courts to compel Social Services to supervise contact. 

For Looked after Children this duty is described in Schedule 2 CA 1989 paragraph 15 (1). 

'Where a child is being looked after by a Local Authority, the authority shall, unless it is not reasonably practicable or consistent with his welfare, endeavour to promote contact between the child and  

a. his parents

b. any person who is not a parent of his but who has parental responsibility for him; and

c. Any relative, friend or other person connected with him.'
Section 34 of the Act details the duty of the Local Authority to allow the child to have reasonable contact with his /her parents and others and a court may make an order under this section if it considers it appropriate.  Plans for contact must be presented to the court and detailed in the Care Plan.  This is irrespective of whether the application is for an interim or full care order. For an Emergency Protection Order, whilst a Care Plan may not have yet been completed, there must be consideration of plans for contact. Whilst the EPO is in force, the Local Authority must allow a child reasonable contact with his / her parents and others. 
Under Section 34(4), when the child is the subject of an interim or full care order, the Local Authority may apply to the court for authority to refuse contact.  The Local Authority need to be satisfied that it is necessary to do so in order to safeguard or promote the child's welfare.  This allows, but does not require, the Local Authority to refuse contact.

The Local Authority can only refuse contact, without the court's permission, for a maximum of seven days.  They can only do this if they believe it is necessary to do this in order to safeguard or promote the child's welfare, and, it is decided that it is a matter of urgency.
Relevant judgements have been made regarding contact and its frequency, most significantly, Re M (Care Proceedings: Judicial. Review) [2003] EWHC 850 Admin, and Kirklees MDC v S (Contact to Newborn Babies) (2006) 1 FLR 333. 
Children with a plan for adoption

Since the implementation of the Adoption & Children Act 2002 (ACA 2002) children are only be able to be placed for adoption if the Local Authority is 'authorised' to place the child for adoption’.  Authorisation may be by 

· Consent of each parent etc. witnessed by a CAFCASS officer, or

· A placement order granted by a court
When the Local Authority is authorised to place a child for adoption, the duty to promote contact for a Looked After child under the Children Act 1989/ 2004 is 'dis-applied' and Children Act Child Arrangement Orders cease to have effect.  The Local Authority, child, parent, guardian or relative will be able to apply for a new Child Arrangement Order under ACA 2002 Section 26, or the court may make one on its own initiative. However this has rarely happened in practice. 
Contact arrangements for children once adopted.

Contact arrangements for children who are adopted are managed in the Adoption Team, after the making of the adoption order.

Contact agreements are signed by all parties who are going to be involved in contact; obviously with parents (carers) signing on behalf of children.

The majority of contact agreements are voluntary, there has yet to be a Child Arrangement Order made with an adoption order.

Any contact material from the birth family that is sent for the child is checked by the adoption team, a copy made and placed on the child’s contact file before being forwarded. 

In the event that contact material is not deliverable it is returned to the Department and placed on the contact file.

In the event that direct contact is to take place currently these are either between siblings or members of the extended family, support and guidance can be provided either by After Adoption or in one case directly via the adoption team.

Some contacts also are arranged informally between the adopters of children who for a variety of reasons have been placed separately. Financial support to support this can be made available by direct request to the Adoption Team Manager and assessed on their individual circumstances.
2. The Importance and Benefits of Contact 

The importance of contact

Contact between children and their birth family will be a major issue in any situation where they are separated.  This includes all situations where Luton’s Children and Learning Department are likely to be involved. The separation may be due to child protection concerns, voluntary accommodation under Section 20 of the Children Act 1989/ 2004, or care or adoption proceedings. It will be significant whether or not the separation is short or long term, and may be crucial when determining possibilities for re-unification. 

The benefits of contact

Contact may benefit both the child and birth relatives in numerous ways but it is important to recognise that these benefits will not be present for all.  Contact will not always be beneficial to the child and can produce negative outcomes. A great deal will depend on the quality of the contact.

It is also vital to consider that these benefits will also change over time according to the needs of the child, the circumstances of the birth relatives and the circumstances of the carers.
For the child contact may assist in:

· Helping to ease their sense of loss and provide reassurance about the well being of birth relatives and significant others.

· Maintaining relationships that are important to them.

· Assessing whether rehabilitation to the birth family is possible. 

· Maintaining relationships so that rehabilitation is possible.

For children in long term placements including adoption, the contact may also assist in:

· Helping them to understand their past and come to terms with it and therefore promote their identity.

· Providing an opportunity for the young person to gain more knowledge and understanding about their personal and family history.

· Helping them to maintain links with their race, religion and culture of origin which may enhance their self esteem.

· Linking their past and present and enabling them to see their birth family accept their carers and form long term attachments to new carers.

For the birth family contact may assist in: 

· Helping to ease their sense of loss.

· Maintaining relationships so that rehabilitation remains a possibility.

· Assessing and developing parenting skills.

· Promoting sibling contact.

In long term placements contact may also help birth families through:

· Enabling them to come to terms with the new circumstances including acceptance of the carers.

· Enabling them to give the child a link with the past and reassurance.  

For the carer contact may assist in:

· Providing reassurance for the child, reducing anxiety, fear of rejection and improving placement stability.

· Improving the carers understanding of the child's birth family and providing information from the past which may assist in understanding current and future behaviour of the child.

In long term placements the contact may also assist carers in:

· Encouraging carers to work with issues throughout the course of childhood rather than closing off the child's past. If contact takes place, this encourages discussion with the child, and may assist in preventing a child feeling very angry in their teenage years.

· Birth families may assist by giving carers permission to parent the child.

· Helping the carer to give the child a view of relationships which can change over time as circumstances change.

Type of contact

Contact may be either direct or indirect. 
In the context of supervised contact, direct contact is that which takes place face to face between the child and the birth relative. 

Indirect contact does not involve face to face contact and may take different forms - exchange of written information - including letters, reports, photos, cards, e mail, and videos and so on.

Consideration should also be given to whether direct contact by phone is appropriate and, if agreed, how necessary is this to be monitored and restricted.

In any discussions with the child, carers and birth relatives about contact issues there must be clarity about the contact arrangements and what they mean in practice. There must be an avoidance of jargon and frequently used terms such as 'letterbox' contact need to be explained. 
3. Procedural Guidance

A. Purpose of Social Care involvement in contact

The majority of contact between children who are living apart from their birth family will not be supervised by Social Services. 

Supervision is, in the context of contact arrangements, the observation, monitoring and, if necessary, intervention, in face to face contact between a child and their birth relative. 

Luton Children and Learning may be involved in contact arrangements when there are issues in the following three areas:

1. Safety - This may be where there are concerns about a child's safety due to child protection issues. The child may be a child in need or on an order.
2. Assessment / Reunification - for example, to consider parenting capacity, strength of attachment or viability of a looked after child returning home.

3. Identity - the need for the Local Authority to promote contact for looked after children, primarily in long term placements to help them understand their origins and positive sense of self. 

Where supervised contact is required in respect of safety of the child, or an assessment e.g. Court directed child protection reunification, then the Children and Learning Department will seek to provide this service and complete an assessment.

B. Assessment of child's contact needs

In planning and delivering contact for children it is essential that there is good quality assessment of the child's contact needs and how these needs can best be met.  This is irrespective of whether there is no order an interim order, care or adoption order. Information obtained from this assessment should be recorded within the Core Assessment or Assessment and Progress Record.

Contact should not be an "afterthought" or an arrangement that is hastily brought together with little consideration of the child's, birth family or carers needs. Inevitably, there will be occasions when contact plans need to be drawn up quickly such as when an Emergency Protection Order goes before a court. This however, should be an infrequent exception.

Every effort must be made to have a planned contact arrangement based on the needs of the child and the circumstances of the case prior to the court hearing. Good quality assessment and plans will assist the court, and those involved with the child, to formulate a plan based on the child's needs. This will reduce the level of discussion immediately prior to the hearing. It will also help to avoid last minute negotiations, which may not have been thought through and in the best interests of the child. Careful forethought is necessary as it is entirely possible that you may be re-examined on thought processes behind the contact plan. If you have fully assessed the contact needs it will be easier to explain the plan to the court. 

C. Contact Assessment - The essential areas

In any assessment of contact there will be essential factors which will need to be considered.  Some of these factors will be more relevant than others depending on the purpose of the contact and the stage of any legal proceedings and care history.

1. The purpose of the contact - safety, assessment/re-unification or identity.

2. The child's needs: 

· Their age and level of understanding.

· Their wishes and feelings regarding contact.

· Their relationships with family members including siblings.

· Their emotional and developmental functioning and needs including psychological resilience and ability to form attachments.

· The level of harm and ensuring their need for safe contact can be met. This may include issues around the confidentiality of the placement.

· The numbers and location of siblings and their contact needs.  

· Their physical and educational needs.

· The likely benefits of contact or adverse effects on them.

3. The Birth Relatives: 

· The relationship of the birth relatives with their child.

· Their views about the plan for placement and proposals for contact.

· Their potential to disrupt placements or undermine the role of the substitute carer.

· Their previous experience of contact.

· Their health, emotional well being and current functioning.

· Their commitment to contact.

· Their availability for contact, taking into account both their working life and possible need to address issues affecting their parenting.  For instance, drugs or relationship counselling.

· The likelihood of them causing harm to the child during contact. This may be in some or all the different categories of abuse.

4. The Carers: 

· The views, experience and skills of the current or proposed carers in relation to both direct and indirect contact.

· The likely degree of openness in the placement - both structural and communicatively, and, the acceptance of the child's birth family and history.

· The carers existing family and placements and willingness to facilitate and/or supervise contact. 

· The location of the carers in relation to the birth relative and contact venue.  

5. The Practical Considerations: 

· The availability and location of the contact venue in relation to placement and birth relative.

· The ability of the birth relative to travel to the contact venue.

· The availability of trained Contact Assessment Workers who are fully briefed and will be able to be involved in regular visits.

· The assessed risks which may be presented to the child, carers and staff by the birth relatives as well as the potential threat to the stability of the placement. 

· The school placement - its location, the effect of contact on the placement and transport arrangements.
D. Contact Panel

To ensure contacts are reviewed and quality assured whether new or old, they will be presented by the allocated Social Worker or Team Manager at a Contact Panel consisted of a Service Managers, Neighbourhood Team Manager, Fostering Team Manager, Contact Centre Manager, Commissioning Team, Independent Reviewing Officer and Contact Administrator. The Contact Panel meet monthly to review all contacts. The main role of the Contact panel is: 

· To agree new Contact Referrals submitted authorised by a Team Manager. Team Managers are able to authorise Contact referrals until the next panel date, when the Panel will authorise or suggest alternative contact arrangements. 
· To review externally provided contacts, looking at the quality of contact and levels of contact, with a view to bringing it in-house. 

· To monitor the Contact and Transport budgets effectively.

· To ensure a quality service is being provided for all contacts and arrangements meet these needs.

· To be more creative around contacts, considering levels of supervision and the purpose for contact. 

 The Contact Administrator will send copies of the decisions made at the panel to allocated social workers and Team Managers. If there are amendments to the contact schedule following the Contact Panel the Social worker has the responsibility to inform families. The Contact Administrator will amend/ renew arrangements with external agencies and transport following the decisions made at the Contact Panel. 

E. Parental Consent

Wherever possible, parents’ views and Consent to contact with relatives and friends including any overnight stays away from the home should be obtained at the time of the placement. 

These views should be recorded including an indication of whether the parent wishes to be notified or their consent obtained every time an overnight stay takes place and if so, whether such consultation and prior consent is required before the contact can go ahead. 

It should also be clearly recorded if parents do not consent to any continuing relationships or short stays away from the home, and the reasons for their lack of consent should be obtained.

If it is considered that contact is appropriate despite the parents’ views, legal advice may be required and any decision to allow such contact needs to be clearly recorded, together with the reasons, and explained to the parents.
F. Contact Agreements

This involves all the relevant professionals agreeing to their roles and tasks, including the sharing of risk assessments, confirming the components of the service and setting up ongoing communication and review.

An agreement between those involved in the contact should be written up and signed by all parties. The agreement should clearly state any specific conditions relating to the contact including the expectations placed on the parents and the degree of involvement that the supervisor is required to take.

The carers and any other person involved in the contact should have copies of the agreement.

Arrangements for contact supervised by staff from Children's Social Care has to be discussed at the Care Management Panel.

4. Plan for Contact

Every Child in Care should be encouraged and supported to maintain contact with their parents and siblings in a manner consistent with the child's Care Plan; which, itself, must take account of any Child Arrangement Order that may be in force.

Contact between children and parents or siblings (including grandparents and half siblings), Connected Person may only be permitted if previously agreed by the social worker and should be set out in the child's Placement Plan/Placement Information Record. 

The purpose of the contact and how it will be evaluated must be made clear in the Plan. 

The need to supervise contact should be considered as part of the assessment and planning process by the social worker who will require approval from the Team Manager. The formulation of this plan will need to be done in consultation with the child's carers, birth relatives, contact providers and the child. Discussion may also need to take place with the carer's link worker and the child's school.  Placement Planning Meetings can be used to formulate the contact plan for the child.  This may be the appropriate forum providing that there has been assessment of the child's needs in relation to contact and, if the child is subject to legal proceedings, the proposals have been put before the court.  Prior to contact starting it is recommended that a Contact Planning Meeting is held. 

In some cases where the legal proceedings have been planned, and where the draft plan and agreement have already been written, it might be possible to obtain the necessary signatures and consent immediately following the court hearing. This clearly has the benefit in reducing any delays so that contact can start with the minimum of delay. This may be very beneficial for the child and parent.

The detail required in this plan will be dependent on the purpose of the contact and the circumstances of each case. It is essential that a great deal of thought and care goes into the formulation of plans and these plans are amended as changes in circumstances occur.

The primary focus of the assessment of this issue will be the safety and welfare of the child. Where supervised contact is deemed necessary, the reasons should be clearly recorded and the role of the supervisor or supervisors clearly defined.

A written risk assessment must be completed and approved before supervised contacts begin. This assessment must take account of all factors that could impact on the success of supervised contact and relevant safeguards including:

· Any history of abuse or threats of abuse to the child, other carers or staff;

· Previous incidents of disruption or threats to disrupt contact or failure to co-operate with conditions agreed for supervised contact;

· Previous incidents or threats of abduction;

· Previous incidents of coercion or inappropriate behaviour during contact;

· The transient or unsettled lifestyle of parents, as opposed to long-standing local connections.

Where any of the above features in the risk assessment, and supervised contact is to continue, the risk assessment must state the specific measures to be put in place to minimise risks.

Arrangements for contact should always be clearly detailed in the Placement Plan, setting out how contact will take place, the venue, the frequency and how the arrangements will be evaluated and reviewed.
Where contact is extended as part of a plan to gradually return the child to the parents' care, the Procedure on Placements with Parents should be followed. 

Parents can be assisted with travelling expenses to enable contact to go ahead. The social worker should submit a request for financial support to his or her manager, with reasons. Once the manager's approval has been given, the social worker should ask the team's administrative staff to arrange for the payments to be made or travel warrants to be issued. 

For foster carers providing short breaks, the foster carer must maintain contact as agreed in the short break plan.

If a decision for a Special Guardianship Order or Rehabilitation plan to consult with the Contact Centre to look at how they can be involved in these pieces of work to ensure a stable transition. 

Please see Appendix 1: Referral Process for Contact and Appendix 2: Process for External Contact Bookings
5. Contact standards
In any contact arrangement there must be good quality standards regarding all the arrangements and delivery of the service.  In order for these standards to be met there must be adequate resources and flexibility in arrangements to take into account local circumstances.

Assessment of Contact needs - This should be well thought out and directly linked to the outcomes that are being aimed for.

Level of supervision required – If supervision is required a written risk assessment must be completed and approved before supervised contact begins.  The level of supervision required should clearly be stated and agreed in order to ensure the safety of the child, the Contact Assessment Worker and others including carers/other family members. It needs to be linked to the purpose of the contact and there should be explicit guidance as to expected levels of intervention which may be required. In high risk situations increased levels of supervision may be required and a formal risk assessment may need to be completed.  The need to supervise contact will require approval from the Team Manager.
             
 The differing levels of supervision may be:

· Low Risk - minimal oversight. This could involve partly supervising a contact, or supervising handovers between parents. 

· Close monitoring and recording of interactions - part of plan for reunification or assessment or to manage risk to child and parent. Sessions of close monitoring to have one supervisor present at all times. 

· High Risk - For example, using more than one supervisor and the use of video monitoring due to assessed risks to child, staff or parent.

Venues for Contact – Contact venues need to be suitable and child friendly with appropriate facilities.  Where possible, they need to be located to avoid lengthy journeys for the child. 

· The birth relative will be expected to make their own way to the contact venue and the Children and Learning Department may provide some financial assistance for this.  Only in exceptional circumstances will transport be provided for birth relatives.

· Contact Plan and Agreement - This must be completed prior to the arrangement commencing and be as detailed as possible. This needs to include all those likely to be involved in the contact arrangements.
This involves all the relevant professionals agreeing to their roles and tasks, including the sharing of risk assessments, confirming the components of the service and setting up ongoing communication and review.

· An agreement between those involved in the contact should be written up and signed by all parties. The agreement should clearly state any specific conditions relating to the contact including the expectations placed on the parents and the degree of involvement that the supervisor is required to take.

· The carers and any other person involved in the contact should have copies of the agreement.
· The plan will need to take into account the age of the child, for example the child's feeding and sleeping routines and the educational needs of the child. 
When contact falls on a Bank Holiday, contact will not normally take place.  However, in exceptional circumstances and with approved additional funding, contact may be arranged. See Cancellation of Contacts. 
Contact Supervision - Those that supervise contact should be appropriately trained for this role and be confident in managing the contact. They need to be fully briefed on the circumstances of individual cases and know what the issues are and level of supervision required.

The training needs to reflect the level of expertise required according to who is the supervisor and the individual circumstances.  For instance in a small minority of cases the supervisors could include relatives, foster carers or other agency staff.  They will not necessarily require the same level of training as those that are regularly required to supervise potentially difficult contacts.

As far as possible, the same small group of Contact Assessment Workers should be used in supervising contacts for a particular child. This reduces the need for briefing different supervisors as well ensuring less disruption for the child and birth relatives.

If the contact takes place at the carers home it must be clear as to whether they are facilitating or supervising contact. Facilitating is simply providing the venue for the contact. Supervising implies a much more active monitoring role. It must be clear that the carer has sufficient training and experience for the role and is well supported. 

Some contacts will need to be observed by a member of the social care department.  This will be expected when the child is the subject to legal proceedings as the court will expect social care workers to report to the court with this information.  Some contacts may also be observed by expert witnesses.

Consideration may be given to the use of closed circuit TV for monitoring of contacts. This can be used as a tool to improve safety as well as improving written recording and observation. If these facilities are used, the contact participants should be shown them prior to their usage. There should be no covert surveillance. 
Preparation - Children and birth relatives will need to be prepared for contact by the Social Worker. This could include visiting the venue prior to the contact, meeting the Contact Assessment Worker as well as preparing the child and birth relative on a practical and emotional level. Birth parents may need considerable guidance about expectations regarding their behaviour and especially when the contact forms part of an assessment regarding the possibilities of rehabilitation. Carers will also need to be prepared which help them to respond to any questions, anxiety or difficult behaviour by the child.

Written Reports and post - contact support - All supervised contact visits should be recorded and the reports need to be an accurate record of the event. The exception to this may be where the contact is supervised by a relative.  The reports should be balanced and include both the positive and negative aspects of the contact. They should be a record of analysis and significant dialogue needs to be recorded.

Good practice also recommends that contact visits are followed up by the child's social worker through communication with the carers, supervisor, birth relative and child. The necessity of this follow up will depend on the purpose of the contact, any significant events which occurred during contact and the circumstances of the individual case.
6. Recording Contact

The contact session should be recorded in full and the record kept on the child's file. The quality of the contact and the interaction between the parents and the child should be noted as should any concerns or risk factors. All reports are typed and emailed to Legal Services/ Social Worker to ensure that all reports can be submitted as evidence within court hearings. Reports are kept on the child’s file on Luton Borough Council’s electronic database. 
7. Review of Contact Arrangements

The social worker and his/her manager should keep contact arrangements, including the continuing need for supervision, under regular review as the circumstances of the young person, carer and birth relative will change over time. Any significant reactions that the child has to contact should be reported to the child’s social worker by those observing contact arrangements, for example foster carers, residential staff and/or supervisors of contact.

The arrangements should also be reviewed for Looked after Children, contact within the statutory arrangements. There will however, be occasions when the contact will need to be reviewed in the light of significant changes which require a more immediate response. This may be the case even if an agreed plan for contact has been agreed in court proceedings. Where there are serious concerns about existing contact arrangements and these arrangements are detrimental to the welfare of the child, the Local Authority must review and take action if necessary.  This may involve seeking legal advice and taking legal action through Section 34(4) of the Children Act 1989/ 2004 (permission to refuse contact with a child in care).
Any contact arrangements, which are agreed as a result of new friendships formed during the child’s placement, should be included in the Placement Plan when it is reviewed.

The reasons for any change in the contact arrangements must be clearly recorded. 

Where a Child Arrangement Order is in force and it is considered that the contact arrangements set out in the Order should be altered, the agreement of the child and the parents should be sought and legal advice should be obtained as to the need to seek a variation of the Court Order.

The review meeting must reconsider the needs of the child through reassessing the needs as detailed in Assessment - The essential areas (as detailed above).
8. Cancellation of Contact 

Where contact does not take place in accordance with the Plan, there must be a good reason, for example that the child is too ill to attend. Wherever possible, the carer should consult the child’s social worker in advance if they consider there is a good reason to cancel the contact. 

If contact is cancelled, the social worker or, if the social worker is not available, the carer must ensure as far as practicable that the relatives or friends are informed in advance and that the reason for the decision is explained. The social worker needs to consider if it is in the best interests for the child for the contact to be rearranged. 
If contact does not take place and consultation has not been possible with the social worker, the carer must inform the child’s social worker as soon as possible and confirm in writing the decision to cancel and the reason.

Contact arrangements must not be withdrawn as a Sanction imposed on a child. See Sanctions Procedure
Bank Holidays

When contact falls on a Bank Holiday, contact will not normally take place.  Contacts cancelled due to Bank Holidays will only be rearranged in exceptional circumstances. 

Cancellation of Contacts at External Contact Centres. 

If the contact is cancelled in advance (for Appointments/ Court) Social Worker needs to notify the Contact Centre to cancel the bookings. If cancelled due to illness Social Worker to notify Contact Centre and all parties of cancellation, Contact Centre will notify external provider.  

9. Suspension or Termination of Contact
Where it is considered that the child's contact with the parents should be suspended or refused, the social worker must be consulted and legal advice should be obtained.

Any such proposal should be made in the context of the overall aims and objectives of the Care Plan.

Any proposal to suspend or terminate the contact should be considered as part of the review of the Child’s Contact Arrangements and/or the child's Looked After Review, unless the circumstances require an urgent decision to be made.

Where it not possible to hold a Looked After Review because of the urgency of the situation, the reasons for the proposal must be explained to the parents and to the child, and their agreement obtained if possible.  At the final review, the family will be given the opportunity verbally to feedback their views and opinions.

Where the proposal is to suspend the contact, the length and purpose of the suspension together with the basis upon which contact will be reinstated must be made clear.

The approval of the Team Manager should be obtained to any proposal to suspend or terminate contact.

Written confirmation of the decision made, together with the reasons, must be sent to the parents, child (depending on age) and any other relevant person (for example Advocate, Independent Visitor or Children's Guardian). Staff/carers and other agencies involved with the child's care must also be informed.

Where the child is the subject of an Emergency Protection Order, Interim Care Order or Care Order, an application to the Court for authority to refuse contact will always be necessary if contact is to be suspended for more than 7 days. 

As soon as such a decision is made, Legal Services should be contacted as a matter of urgency so that the necessary court action can be initiated.

Circumstances where contact will be halted/suspended immediately

· If adult is not in suitable physical/mental or emotional state to meet the needs of the child.

· If child is distressed during contact.

· If adult compromises a child's safety. (Supervisor needs to be aware of subtle sexual advances/suggestions that may not be seen as overtly aggressive on behalf of the adult).

Emergency restrictions on contact can only be made to protect the child from significant risk and must be notified to the placing authority (child’s social worker) within 24 hours.

10. Social Worker Guidance on Contact Planning 
A.   Assessment of risk in relation to contact 

There should be a clear analysis at this stage of the main risks inherent in contact for each child. These can be categorised as: 

· Risk of physical harm:

· Risk of emotional damage: 

· Risk of failure: 

· Risk of abduction: 

The severity and likelihood of each risk can be differentiated: 

· Risks that are so grave that contact should not be allowed: 

· Risks that indicate a high level of supervision and control: 

· Risks that indicate some less intensive supervision: 

· Slight risks which will not affect the plan significantly, but which workers should watch for. 

B.
Setting Objectives

This is the point at which to pause, and check that the objectives of care and purposes of contact, which were probably hastily worked out at the beginning, are still valid after the core assessment is complete. 

When the direction of planning changes, at the point at which it is decided that a child will never go home, then it is particularly important to reassess the purposes of contact, as these are bound to change. 

C. Options

Now is the time to look at all the different patterns of contact which might work, before getting too narrowed down by issues of resources. It is worth spending a small amount of time (but this can be done quickly), in listing all the possible options for contact. Be imaginative in order to make sure that nothing is overlooked; sometimes the improbable suggestion becomes the best solution. List under these headings: 

· What types of contact – visits, letters, telephone calls, tapes, videos, photos, gifts, mementos:

· Who might have contact with whom, and in what combinations:

· Where might a visit take place – parent’s home, carer’s home, other relative’s home, family centre, other “neutral” place, public place: 

· When might each visit/ telephone call take place – during the day, after school weekends, holidays – every day, week, month, holidays – on request: 

· How contact could be organised – who might take responsibility for arranging visits, transporting, supervising (if necessary), exchanging letters: 

· Whether any other conditions or limitations should be imposed: 

Check out various combinations of these possibilities against the stated purpose of contact and list those which are compatible. Eliminate those which are not appropriate. 

Next check this list of possible options against your summary of what each person wishes for, needs and can cope with, and decide which look the best combinations. 

Consider which arrangements would most help each person to feel comfortable, and those which would be least helpful. 

You may still have several different possible contact patterns on your list, but you will have already have slimmed down the list considerably. You can now look at the remaining options more closely. 

Then list the resources required for each option. Find out which of these resources are available, or might be obtainable. 

At this stage there may be differences of opinion between the parents, birth family, social worker, carers and other professionals about the best or most workable options. But often this process of working through a list of options does help to defuse the conflict. 

All the preferred combinations of options should be presented to those responsible for making the decisions, with the pros and cons of each identified. 

If you are seeking a long-term placement for a child you will have to consider the options in two stages. First is the assessment of the sorts of contact which will be beneficial to the child. At this stage some options can be eliminated and others highlighted as likely ones. This will help in the matching of child and new carers. But you will have to pause until a placement is identified and the carers can be involved in the second stage of discussions about preferred options. 

D. Decisions

a) Two types of decision 

There are two distinct levels of decisions about contact: 

i) The overall plan for contact, including delegated authority for visits and overnight stays with friends and relatives. 

ii) The detailed arrangements. 

b)  Who makes the decisions

The social worker and Team Manager will either be in a position to make decisions themselves, or will prepare recommendations to be presented to a court, Fostering or Adoption or Permanence Panel. If there is disagreement then it may sometimes be useful to bring in an outside adviser. 

The social worker has a central role by providing the information on which decisions will be based. A well argued plan for contact is more likely to be accepted by a court than an outline plan All decision making will be reviewed as part of the Looked After Children review process.  
The social worker also has the job checking whether any subsequent changes of circumstance affect the original plan, and if so, to make sure that a revised contact plan is established. 

c)  Factors to be taken into account

In addition to all the assessment mentioned already, decisions will take into account the following: 

i. The presumption of contact, so that arguments have to be put forward for restriction of any aspect of contact. For example, you might be required to argue why a child should not have visits to the family home, rather than why he should have them. 

In the circumstances where direct contact is not appropriate, leave an opening for resumption of contact in future. 

ii. The importance of retaining some flexibility in contact, so that arrangements can be altered over time, in response to changing needs. 

In order to maintain flexibility it is often helpful to have a plan which only specifies maximum and minimum levels of contact. For example a plan for “not more than 4 times, but not less than twice – a week, a month or a year*, can give space for imaginative planning which is receptive to the situations of all concerned. 

iii. Recognition that quality is more important than quantity. A busy short visit might be more successful than a rather empty longer visit. Conversely, in a long term placement, a three hour visit every three months might be far more successful than a one-hour visit every month, but the total contact time in a year would be the same for both. 

iv. Identification of the risks inherent in each option. 

Not only does the level of risk have to be addressed, but also whether there are the structures and resources to deal with that risk adequately. The risks have to be examined in relation to the purposes of contact, and the needs of the child. Occasionally, greater risks are justified if they are part of the process of meeting a priority need or strong wishes for contact. 

v. Recognition of the compromises that will have to be made to achieve a workable plan. If the compromises arise because of lack of resources, this should be carefully noted, and senior management should be notified. 

Decide if necessary, what would be the least detrimental choice. For example, if there are only the resources to organise and supervise visits during office hours, but a child is too tired after school, the least damaging compromise for a youngish child might be to arrange visits during the school day, when the carer is free to be involved. Alternatively, a grandparent might oversee visits at the weekend. All the known factors would be weighed up to decide which of these two options was best.  

d) Involving and informing those concerned 

Make sure that all the relevant parties including Contact Centre have been involved and that the final recommendations for a contact plan are clear, unambiguous and acceptable, even if it is not what some parties really hoped for.  If they are not accepted it is almost inevitable that the contact plan will not work.

If the child is subject to a court order and there is continuing disagreement about contact then the matter may be refereed back to court, either to seek a variation of an existing order or to apply for a Child Arrangement Order. 
e)  Criteria for success

When making any plan for contact, all parties have to be clear about what will be considered successful. It is rare for contact arrangements to go without a hitch, and parents may miss a visit, turn up late, or not handle the visit very well. They need to know how they will be judged. The criteria set should be achievable; otherwise parents are “set up to fail”. 

It may be that the criteria will need to be easily achievable for a while and then be tightened as the parents learn to cope with contact. 

f) Contingency plans

Alongside every plan for contact should be contingency plans, which anticipate likely problems. These are plans to answer the “What if…” questions. 

It is essential that those involved in the contact arrangements are clear about what to do should expected problems arise, and who to contact in the event of unexpected problems. 

Note that it is vital that contingency plans are kept up to date and that relevant people know about them. An out-of-date plan is worse than useless, and could result, for example, in an out-of-hours worker making an inappropriate decision in an emergency, which could have been avoided had they been correctly briefed. 

E. Contact Arrangements for Overnight Stays and Delegated Authority
Guidance relating to Visits or Overnight Stays away that carers can agree are set out below see Delegated Authority. 

When the child’s placement is made, information regarding significant relationships and friendships should be obtained when completing the Placement Plan/Placement Information Record.  

The parents’ views on contact with relatives and friends should be obtained.

The Placement Plan/Placement Information Record should include the planned contact (including overnight stays) for the child with relatives and friends both at and away from the home.

Any such contact arrangements set out in the Placement Plan/Placement Information Record must be consistent with the child’s Care Plan. The arrangements must also be consistent with any Child Arrangement Orders in force in favour of relatives and/or friends.

Decisions to allow contact with relatives or friends should be made having regard to an assessment of any risks which the contact may pose to the child taking into account any relevant factors, including the need for the contact to be supervised.

Although checks should not normally be required as a precondition of a child staying overnight with friends, in circumstances where it is considered necessary as a result of specific risks identified in the risk assessment, or where the child is to stay with adults regularly or frequently or for a prolonged period, checks on members of the relevant household should be made through the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS), Children's Social Care Services and Probation records for the relevant area.

Where an assessment identifies the need for contact with a relative or friend to be supervised, the social worker should follow the same procedure as for ‘Supervised Contact with Parents’, contained in Contact with Parents and Siblings Procedure.
The Placement Plan/Placement Information Record should include the parameters within which visits or short stays away from the home with friends may be agreed by the carer without prior consultation with the social worker, and whether agreement to such visits requires the carer to obtain parental Consent. 

The guiding principle is that a Child in Care should as far as possible be given the same permission to take part in normal and acceptable age appropriate activities, such as staying with friends, as would reasonably be granted by parents of their peers. Judgment should depend on the assessed risks to and needs of the child. See also Delegation of Authority to Foster Carers and Residential Workers Procedure.

Where there are exceptional reasons to require carers to seek the permission of the social worker, a manager or a parent, or place specific restrictions on permitting a child to stay overnight with friends, this should be because of reasons necessary to safeguard the child’s welfare. The child’s wishes should be taken into account in reaching any such decision.

Any such restriction, together with the reasons, should be clearly recorded in the Placement Plan, and explained to the child. Restrictions should be reviewed regularly to ensure they remain relevant.
	The following guidance applies to visits or overnight stays away from the home, which the staff/carer may be able to agree, if they have got delegated authority. 



The circumstances in which these situations may arise include the following:

. Sleepovers with friends;

a. Invitations to go out for the day with a friend’s family where the family are unlikely to be back until late;

b. Invitations to join a friend’s family who are going away for a weekend;

c. The foster carer’s own children going to a relative or friend and the child wishing to go as well;

d. A relative or friend of the foster family occasionally acting as babysitter where the usual arrangements have broken down or are not available;

e. School or other trips. (See also Holidays and School/Organisational Trips within the UK Procedure);

f. A child’s authorised day visit with a friend or family being extended if the child cannot return due to bad weather or a car breaking down where there are no known restrictions to an overnight stay taking place.

In order to facilitate such arrangements, it is important that the social worker and, preferably the child’s parents, reach agreement at the time of the child’s placement as to the circumstances in which carers can authorise short stays; and that this is set out in the Placement Plan/Placement Information Record. 

As indicated in  Contact Arrangements above, in exceptional circumstances, the Plan may state that the social worker and/or parent must always be consulted.

The more usual arrangement will be that the carer can arrange overnight and short stays away without consulting the social worker or parent on each individual occasion.

Carers considering a request from a child to stay overnight with a friend should base their decision on the following factors:

· Are there any relevant restrictions in the child’s Placement Plan/Placement Information Record?

· Are there any factors in the child’s past experiences or behaviour to preclude overnight stays?

· Are there any grounds for concern that the child may be at significant risk in the household concerned or from the activities proposed?

· Is the child staying with another child or children, rather than staying solely with an adult?

· The age and level of understanding of the child;

· What is the purpose and length of the overnight stay?

· Whose idea was the overnight stay?

· How well is the friend or family known to the child?

Where the carer proposes to agree to the child’s staying away, before allowing them to go ahead, certain enquiries must be made by the carer; for example the name of the adult who will be responsible for the child, the means of contacting the adult and the child during the visit/stay and the arrangements for the child’s return. There should be clarity about the sleeping arrangements, whether the child will be sharing a bedroom and, if so, what the arrangements are. 

Prior to the child’s stay away, the carer should arrange to meet the adult who will have responsibility for the child unless he or she is already known in which case the prior arrangements can be made over the telephone.

The arrangements for supervising or caring for the child must not compromise the safety of the child or of anyone else; and the following considerations should apply:

· Have the arrangements been confirmed with the parent of the friend or the adult who will have responsibility during the visit?

· What are the arrangements for the child returning to the home?

· Is there a contact number for the household in which the child will stay?

· Is the child aware of what to do if he or she wants to return to the home earlier than planned?

· Does the child have a contact number for the carers where they can be reached at any time?

· Does the child have access to a mobile phone?

In all cases, discussions should be held with the child, dependent on his or her age, as to what, if any, information should be shared with other adults to enable them to look after the child appropriately.

This might include:

· Any specific health care needs of the child;

· Any established routines for the child;

· Any behaviour management problems which, if the adult is unaware of, could lead to difficulties during the visit, for example the child may be over familiar with adults or over assertive with younger children.

Any decision to share information should be on a ‘need to know’ basis and recorded.

If the child refuses to allow appropriate information to be shared, then he or she needs to be made aware that this could affect the decision to allow the child to stay away from home.

If satisfied that it is appropriate to allow the child’s stay away, a decision to allow it to go ahead may be made. If not, it may not be allowed. 

The decision and the arrangements agreed should be recorded in full in the child’s Daily Record.

Even if it has been agreed that the social worker does not have to be consulted in making these arrangements, s/he must still be informed as soon as practicable afterwards and the social worker should inform the parents as appropriate.

Should the staff/carer hold any reasonable doubt concerning a request for contact they must consult with the child's social worker before the contact can be agreed.

F. Recording the Decisions 

a. The guiding principle behind recording is that it should describe and explain the reason to the main decisions made on behalf of children while they are looked after by the local authority, because: 

· Children have a right to have this information kept for them until they are adults, when they may seek to understand more about their childhood. 

· Courts require this information to guide them in their deliberations. 

· The local authority requires this information to be kept as evidence of the way in which its duties are carried out. 

b. Depending on the circumstances, recommendations and decisions about contact should be recorded in one or more of the following places: 

· Looked after system:

Placement Plan Part I – overall plan 

Placement Plan Part II – detailed arrangements 

Care Plan 

Review of Arrangements 

· Core Assessment report – for background information on which decisions will be based. 

· Court Reports.

· Written agreements about contact. 

· Placement Information Record – referral of child for long-term placement. 

· Report on file – setting out in full the reasons for decisions which are recorded briefly in Care Plan or Review of Arrangements – if these are not already included in other reports. 

· Report giving background information to child being adopted. 

· Schedule II report for adoption. 

c. Parents and other relatives or friends having contact should always have a written record of the arrangements for their contact. So should the carers, and those involved in managing any contact. 
G. Court Proceedings

a. Need for contact plan

Courts retain significant powers to determine contact. It may be one of many issues in Care Proceedings, or the central issue in an application for a Child Arrangement Order. It is always an issue in Adoption Proceedings. 

The same procedure should be followed in all cases. Legal Services should be kept fully informed about the authority’s plan for contact. 

Social workers often feel powerless to influence the courts, but it is clear that courts to respond positively when a particular plan of contact is clearly set out, with the reasoning explained. If there is no well argued plan for contact during care proceedings, then there is a tendency for courts to grant higher levels of contact than may be practicable. Children’s Guardians will also be scrutinising the local authority’s plan for contact and will want to be satisfied that all the relevant issues have been carefully considered. 

When social workers are clear about their plans they will be able to give a confident explanation, under cross-examination in court, of why the particular arrangements for contact are being recommended. 

b. Court Reports

If the matter of contact is to be decided by the court, then the court report should include: 

i) Brief history of contact so far – facts about what sort of contact, and evidence about how well it has worked. 

ii) The purposes of contact in the future, which should be consistent with the care plan. 

iii) Summary of assessment of need for contact. 

iv) Child’s and parents’ views about what sort of contact they want. 

v) Assessment of what everyone can cope with and, if necessary, proof of what someone cannot cope with. 

vi) Statement of final options for contact, setting out the pros and cons of each option, and the risks and compromises involved. 

vii) Final recommendation about plan for contact (give clear reasons if this does not meet the wishes of the parents and/or child). 

viii) If the plan is for a limited time, or conditional on certain behaviours, give details and outline contingency plans. 

ix) Recommendation about Court Order for Contact, or for termination of contact. 

If the court is not being asked to decide contact, but it needs to know the contact plan as part of the care plan, then the section in the court report on contact will not need to be as full, but it may still be useful to use these headings.

If the contact arrangements have not been fully worked out by the time the court report has to be written, it is better to explain how far the negotiations have reached, rather than to cobble together a quick plan which is not based on careful analysis. 

H. Contact Agreements
In many cases the detail of arrangements for contact cannot be filled on to a form, or it may not be appropriate to put all the detail in a report. So it may be sensible to draw up an agreement, to be signed by all parties, which sets out the plan of contact, including: 

· The type of contact – direct or indirect.

· Who will be involved. 

· Frequency and timing. 

· Venue of visit. 

· Who will be responsible for initiating contact. 

· Details of arrangements of visits or letter exchange.

· Arrangements for supervision of visits, if required. 

· Any limits which are being imposed. 

· Tasks – who is to do what – before, during and after every episode of contact, whether direct or indirect. 

· Criteria for success – consensus about what will be regarded as satisfactory contact. 

· Contingency plans – anticipating the most likely problems, and identifying in advance strategies for dealing with them.

· Support arrangements for all parties. 

· Arrangements for monitoring each episode of contact. 

· Arrangements for reviewing contact plan. 

I. Criteria for limiting or refusing contact

Every arrangement for contact has its limits, but here we are talking about those situations where contact is seriously reduced by the Social Care Department and the courts, usually against the wishes of some of those involved. 

(a) The dilemmas about limiting contact 

It is always hoped that contact can be a positive experience for children, but that is not to say that it will always be easy. For some children contact with parents provides the only direct opportunity for facing painful facts and emotions, which must be acknowledged before the child can be helped to move on, emotionally and physically. 

Paradoxically, it may be necessary to continue with difficult contact as a means of sorting out the difficulties. However, planners should always be alert to the effect on children, and it may be necessary to give a child space when contact becomes too much. 

When a child is distressed by contact, or parents behave in what is seen as an inappropriate way, the social worker can be under pressure to agree to limit or stop contact. Remember that once contact has been stopped, it can be very difficult to re- establish later, if that is seen to be in the child’s interests. Also, the decision to end contact may be challenged in court, and so the reasons must stand up to examination in court. The reasons must relate to the welfare of the child and not be resource based. The implications for both the short and long term should be discussed. 

(b)  The reasons for limiting contact

Contact visits or telephone calls should only be denied to parents of children who are being looked after, for one of these reasons: 

· That the child is at physical risk from a parent, and adequate protection cannot be provided, and/or the child is frightened of the parent. (This does not mean that the other parent should be denied contact, as long as they are not colluding with the abuser and refusing to believe the child.) 

· That the child is at risk of serious emotional harm. There must be good evidence for this. It is not necessarily enough that the child is distressed by contact, or displays difficult behaviour. Obviously in cases of extreme distress it will become clear that contact should be changed or stopped, at least for a while. Regular distress or difficult behaviour must be taken seriously. Direct work must be done with the child and the views of the carer taken into account. Contact arrangements may need to be amended or stopped. Some abused children do need to leave their past relationships behind them. Children who have been constantly let down by their parents may need to be freed to move on. It may well be necessary to seek specialist advice when assessing the risks in these cases. 

· That the child consistently refuses to see a parent. Obviously, no child should be forced to maintain contact, but direct contact should not be severed on a permanent basis until work has been done with the child to look at the reasons for the refusal. Some children are embarrassed by their parents, and may find it increasingly difficult to cope with visits as they get older. 

· That the parent is seriously undermining the placement. The fact that a parent says unhelpful things, or tells a child that they are coming home when there is no possibility of this, does not necessarily mean that the placement is threatened. It may be that this is their only way of coping, and the child can be helped to understand this. The parent(s) also must be worked with to help them understand the impact of their views on the child. If, however, they are implacably opposed to a long term placement, and cannot be helped to modify their opposition for the child’s sake, then it is likely that face to face contact will need to be strictly controlled or stopped. 

· That the visits have become unworkable, perhaps because of the unacceptable behaviour of substance-abusing parents or the attitude of the carers towards the birth family. 

(c)  Emergency powers to suspend contact 

The local authority can suspend contact for up to 7 days in an emergency, to give time to sort out the best way forward. The social worker should consult Legal Services without delay. 

(d)  Limiting telephone contact

There are particular difficulties in limiting telephone contact. It is often useful to establish the ground rules right at the beginning, in the hope of avoiding the situation where calls have to be stopped. Obviously it is not always possible to control telephone contact or visits in the case of older children, even when the carers consider that the contact is harmful. 

(e)  Before visits are stopped

Take time to check that there are photographs of the parents and child together, and that all possible information has been gathered that will help the child with identity issues in the future. Think also about what messages you want the child to receive from the birth family in the future, and if the family cannot write these for the child, make sure that they are recorded. 

Even when visits and telephone calls have to be stopped, every effort should be made to keep links open by exchange of information. If there are reasons why the child’s whereabouts should not be disclosed then this exchange will have to take place through a third party. 

(f) “Farewell visits”

A word of caution about farewell visits. These are commonly arranged when parents are to have their contact severed. Certainly, in most situation parents have the right to know which is their last visit with their child. But consider the effect on the parents of this visit and make sure that they have good support. They may well not want support from the social worker who has taken their child away, and so it may be necessary to find independent professional help, or check that they are adequately supported in their family. Make sure, too, that the child is appropriately prepared for the visit. 

At the same time, consider whether there are any extra risks to the child at this visit that require additional safeguards (against abduction, for example). It may be necessary to change the venue and arrange for additional help in supervising the visit. A Goodbye contact should be overseen by the child’s allocated social worker. 
J. Monitoring

It is impossible to evaluate the success or failure of a contact plan without careful monitoring. 

a) What monitoring involves:

· Finding out what has taken place before, during and after each episode of contact. (visit, telephone call, exchange of letters)

· Recording this information appropriately. 

Contact Centres will use their own templates to record their contact sessions. These reports can be presented in Court, and the information can be summarised in court reports.

There will be different levels of monitoring, and by a variety of people, depending on the complexity and stability of the contact plan. In a new or changing situation, one where contact is being assessed or one causing concern, there will need to be detailed monitoring of each episode, but when contact is stable it may be possible to monitor a series of episodes together. When large numbers of people are involved in contact it may be necessary to focus on different individuals in turn. 

b) What should be monitored:

· Preparation for contact – any specific – task – any noticeable behaviours, concerns or feelings.

· Whether the contact went according to plan – who was involved, timing, place and activities. 

· What actually happened in contact – greetings, farewells, physical contact, behaviours, tasks, conversations, non-verbal communication, feelings, anything unexpected. 

· What happened after contact – behaviours, feelings, comments, Debrief to parents. 

· Identification of follow-up work to be done on agreed action plans.
· Areas of progress and areas of concern. 

· Risks

· Sometimes one specific aspect will be monitored in more detail. 

Note that one or two bad episodes of contact do not necessarily mean that the plan is wrong, but a pattern of unsatisfactory contact over time will indicate that a rethink is needed. 

c) Those involved in monitoring: 

The social worker has the responsibility for co-ordinating the monitoring, and deciding who will record what. He will also need to check out with parents and children, and other relatives, their picture of what happened and their feelings and wishes. (This will be part of the debriefing anyway) 

The carer, and/or person supervising a contact visit will obviously have a key role in feeding back information. 

If the parents are involved in all the planning, then it will be easy to include them in the monitoring of contact. If, however, the parents are not able to be closely involved, because of person difficulties, or opposition to the plan, then an arrangement for discussing contact with them will have to be worked out. This need not be an additional task for social worker who is in regular touch with the family. The more difficult the contact, the more important it is to support the family, and know their views. 

K. Evaluations

a) When contact plans should be evaluated

A simple evaluation takes place every time people pause to reflect on how the plan is going. Formal evaluation should take place at reviews or planning meetings. At a minimum contact arrangements should be evaluated at each review, but in complex or rapidly changing situations more frequent evaluations will be required. 

b) What should be evaluated

Evaluation is based on the information obtained through monitoring. The following areas should be looked at: 

· Those parts of the contact arrangements that have worked well. 

· Any difficulties that have arisen – foreseen or unexpected. 

· Any changes in arrangements or management of contact, and the effect of these changes. 

· How far the arrangements for contact have been compatible with the purpose of contact. 

· How far relevant tasks have been completed, in relation to the anticipated criteria for success. 

· Whether the safeguards against risks are appropriate, too much or not enough. 

· Any patterns that have emerged over a period of time. 

· Any factors that are seen to help contact, and any that makes it more difficult. 

· The feelings of all concerned – even if everything has gone according to plan, individually may not feel satisfied, and vice versa. 

· Whether parents, children, carers, and professionals are getting the support they need. 

· Use of resources.

The answers, which show what has been achieved, are then set against the predicted outcome. Achievement should not be measured against some ideal, but rather against a realistic assessment of what might be achievable. This is why it is so important to establish criteria for success at an earlier stage. Sometimes parents are penalised for failing to maintain satisfactory contact when they have never really understood what was expected of them, and so do not consider that they have failed. 

c) Recording the evaluation results

Results of an evaluation will usually be summarised on a Review form, but the discussion and thinking behind the conclusions may sometimes need to be written up in more detail on the file. 

d) Action following an evaluation

i) In relation to the plan for contact the planners have to decide to: 

Continue with the same arrangements 

Or After part of the plan:

Or Change the plan

ii) In relation to the management of contact arrangements, those involved have to decide whether to modify any of the strategies for managing the contact visits, or indirect contact. 

iii) Any change to overall contact plan or contact arrangements should be referred back to the group who made that plan, unless it is decided that some other forum is more appropriate.

iv) Parents, children, carers and other relevant people should all have details of updated contact plans and arrangements. It may be necessary to draw up a new Contact Agreement. 

Finally:

If there are substantial changes in the situation or if the evaluation indicates a radical change of plan, then this process of planning contact will need to be repeated, in whole or in part. 

L. Social Worker guidance on frequency of contact 
Two relevant judgements have been made regarding the frequency of contact are:
In Re M (Care Proceedings: Judicial. Review) [2003] EWHC 850 Admin, 

Mr Justice Munby stated very clearly his thoughts that contact 2 or 3 times a week for a couple of hours a time is simply not enough if parents reasonably wanted more (in the context of a newborn baby).  He stated that contact arrangements must be driven by the needs of the family, not stunted by lack of resources.

Kirklees MDC v S (Contact to Newborn Babies) (2006) 1 FLR 333. 

Moved away from the Re M case as follows:  The High Court (Mr Justice Bodey) held that an order for daily contact to a child in foster care where supervision by the Local Authority was required was exceptionally unusual.  There was no principle that very young babies should have daily contact with the mother from whom they had been removed.  Furthermore, neither was it possible to ignore the resource implications of the Child Arrangement Order.  Each case must be looked on its own particular merits with the welfare of the child being paramount, so as to determine what is reasonable or appropriate in so far as contact is concerned pursuant to section 34 of the 1989 Act. He also stated that it would be helpful to the court if Local Authorities could provide information as to the expenses involved in providing the level of contact as required as this would  assist the court with the information about the actual costs involved – eg: the actual costs of buying in the agency staff to supervise or other costs.   

Mr Justice Bodey also made specific comments in relation to Mr Justice Munby’s judgment in the Re M case which are very helpful.  He stated that he did not wish to dissent from Mr Justice Munby’s observations in Re M provided that they were not elevated into principles and provided that it was not understood from them that the words ‘most days of the week’ implied daily contact including weekends.  Mr Justice Bodey also stated that he did not consider that resources were a wholly irrelevant consideration. 
Research completed by Jenny Kenrick (2010) for the children’s charity Coram concluded that high levels of contact between birth parents and babies in concurrent planning placements should be discouraged due to the stress it caused the babies and disrupted babies’ routines.  Concurrent planning reduces disruption for children in care by placing them with foster carers who have been approved to adopt if the child cannot return to its birth parents. 

The study, which examined the impact of contact on babies under 10 months, also found that they became distressed when separated from their carers.  As a result, Coram is calling on family courts and local authorities to take a "flexible" approach to the frequency and timing of contact. 

Kenrick states that ‘the timing and frequency of contact should be carefully considered in individual cases to ensure that the parents maintain their relationship with the baby and can demonstrate their capacity to parent their child, which is essential for the court assessment, whilst also ensuring that the baby’s needs for stability and routine are respected.’  ‘The importance of considering both the short and long-term impact of "intensive contact" on infants’ needs to be considered, after the study found that infants who experienced difficulties in concurrent placements found it more difficult to establish routines or start playgroups and school. 

"The children are always the most vulnerable in the triad of birth parent, carer and child in contact. An infant is particularly vulnerable and is at the most crucial stage in its emotional and neurological development," Kenrick said.

Therefore when formulating contact arrangements for babies, children and young people their individual needs need to be taken into account, including the longer term plans, but the Luton Borough Council guidance regarding the maximum level and frequency of contact is as follows:

If reunification is planned – 

0-5 years of age: 3 times per week at 2 hours per session. 

6-18 years of age: 2 times per week at 2 hours per session.

If reunification is not planned – 

Contact for babies, children and young people of all ages contact will occur at a maximum of 1 session per week for 2 hours.

If arranging contact for a sibling group together, the youngest aged sibling will guide the decision regarding level of contact required. 
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