Sandwell Childrens Trust Dec 2020

Sandwell Children’s 
Legal Gateway Panel and Pre-Proceedings Panel
TERMS OF REFERENCE
1. Background & Introduction:

The  Legal Gateway Panel and the Pre-proceedings Panel were formerly held via the Directors Resource Panel. Following a review and in line with the Trusts Improvement Legal Gateway Panel and the Pre-proceedings Panel was launched in April 2021. 

Purpose:
The purpose of the Legal Gateway Panel is to:

· Make decisions and recommendations about the Trust’s court applications to issue care proceedings, to discharge or vary a Care Order (other than when the Plan is for return to care of those with parental responsibility), to discharge a Placement Order, to vary a Supervision Order to a Care Order, in respect of children living in, or ordinarily resident in Sandwell
· Ensure that written legal advice is always sought, provided and reflected upon when considering evidence for legal threshold, care planning, court strategy and disposal options 
· Consider requests for legal costs beyond the Service Level Agreement with SMBC
· Consider and approve requests for funding for specialist assessments, DNA testing and drug and alcohol testing where this is directly related to a child being discussed at Panel.

· Ensure that good practice is recognised and commended, and that any potential for ‘drift or delay’ is identified and addressed in a robust and timely manner  
· Ensure that the child’s views, wishes and feelings are ascertained so that their voice and welfare are considered in accordance with the legal paramountcy principle. That the principles of the Practice Framework are applied in understanding the Child’s Journey to date and that children have been enabled to participate in their assessment and planning wherever possible
· Oversee the efficient, effective and targeted use of specialist and commissioned resources including, but not limited to, Family Group Conference Services, MST, FST and other identified independent practitioners and / or specialist consultants, and that this compliments the intervention by the allocated SW.
The purpose of the Pre-proceedings Panel is to:

· Review the progress of work during the pre-proceedings process to ensure effective and timely progression
· Consider any requests for an extension to the pre-proceedings process 

· Consider any requests to end the pre-proceedings process 

· Maintain effective oversight and decision making for children requiring legal protection from the initial Legal Gateway Panel in the pre-proceedings process
· Provide management and leadership support to intervene, problem solve and address communication and practice issues in respect of internal and external service provision relating to practice for children and young people subject to pre-proceedings.

· Intervene to influence and encourage multi agency partners to engage and support care planning arrangements so that services for children subject to the pre-proceedings process are prioritised, and using the Practice Framework there are clear, simple and easily understood plans for the children in place, that are inclusive of the wider family network 

· Promote a high standard of pre proceedings and court practice and their legal representatives, by ensuring that assessments use the principles of the SCT Practice Framework. Assessments must be inclusive, thorough and provide a robust analysis of the identified risks, parenting skills, strengths and capacity to change are known and understood through social work intervention and direct work with the children and their extended family

· Ensure that accelerated progress towards permanence is achieved for children requiring alternative permanent care.
2. Membership
Legal Gateway Panel

Chair: Carol Singleton, Interim Director of Performance and Quality Assurance
     Vice/Co Chair: Allison Sollom, Interim Head of Service 
In the exceptional absence of both the Chair and the Vice Chair, cover for Chair will be provided by Head of Service Louise Wright. 

· Insa Hussain, Panel Administrator

· Court Progression Officer
· Legal Representative  
· Service Manager – QAS
· Mike Botham – Edge of Care manager or a representative from, FGC, MST, FST 
The Pre-proceedings Panel will be chaired by Allison Sollom, Interim Head of Service.
3. Panel Meeting Administration:
· Frequency - The Legal Gateway Panel is scheduled to meet weekly 
· Agenda Requests to be discussed at the Legal Gateway Panel will be made to the Panel Administrator. 
NB A 3 way discussion between the Social Worker, Team Manager and Service Manager must be undertaken before any request to attend Legal Gateway Panel is made. The Service Manager is expected to ensure that appropriate care planning and social work intervention has been progressed within the child’s plan and that attendance at Panel is necessary and proportionate.
The Panel Administrator will prepare the agenda and supporting papers in order that they can be disseminated to Panel members by close of play the preceding Friday.
On occasions, late additions to the Panel agenda may be agreed in order to ensure timely decisions. 

Decisions about prioritising cases on the Panel agenda will be made by the Panel Chair / Vice Chair as necessary and appropriate.
· The Case Progression Officer and Panel Administrator will consult to agree the details of the cases to be included on the agenda for the Pre-proceedings Panel.

· Minutes – The Panel Administrator is responsible for taking a record of the Panel meetings. Panel members will be asked to check minutes for accuracy and any matters arising in respect of previous Panel decisions or identified actions at subsequent meetings. The minutes of Panel discussions and decisions for children will be sent by the Panel Administrator to the allocated Social Worker and will also associate them onto the child/ren’s electronic record. 

· Panel referrals – Panel referrals should be made to the Panel Administrator and should consist of the following 3 elements:

· Legal Gateway Panel Referral form – plus supporting documentation as outlined below
· Assessment - The completed Social Work assessment for the child/ren 
· Cultural Genogram 
· Impact Chronology 
· Any completed PAMS Parenting Assessment / other specialist assessment 

· Panel presentations - Allocated Social Workers, Team Managers and Service Managers should attend Panel to present their case, answer Panel questions and address any issues requiring advice and guidance.

· Panel Member Attendance - It is the responsibility of all Panel members to indicate if they are going to send apologies and in so doing should make arrangements to identify a suitable deputy. Ideally a shadow or cover Panel member should be identified so that full representation and continuity is achieved whenever possible.

· The Panel Chair and Vice Chair should liaise closely to ensure that one or both of them are present for each panel meeting.
· Executive decisions - In the unusual event that Panel member attendance is in jeopardy, or another unforeseen event occurs, the Panel Chair, in consultation with the Vice Chair, Court Progression Officer and Panel Legal Advisor, should review the agenda and make an informed decision in the best interests of the identified children on the agenda. 
Alternative decision making arrangements may need to be made in order to avoid delay. It is anticipated that these instances will be rare but provision should be made for executive decisions to be taken by the Chair and Vice Chair, having had access to the relevant written assessment and legal advice, and in consultation with any relevant practitioner or manager.
· Quoracy - The Panel will not be quorate without a HoS chair or if the Legal Advisor is absent. The absence of other Panel members may result in decisions being deferred, although this should be avoided if at all possible by agreeing for follow up action outside of the Panel meeting.
· Escalation & resolution - In the event that there is an unresolved challenge, disagreement or complaint about a Panel decision or conduct of any Panel member(s), the case should be referred to the Operational Director whose decision will be final. The Panel Administrator will provide the Operational Director with all relevant background Panel papers. The Chair and Vice Chair will provide a verbal brief to the Deputy Strategic Director who will make all necessary enquiries, including seeking legal advice from the Panel Legal Advisor or other suitable Legal Advisor, as necessary and appropriate.
4. Review:

It is intended that the Panel will be reviewed after the first 3 months. At that point if there is confidence in the threshold and decision making the chair of the panel may be delegated to a Head of Service. 

The Panel’s terms of reference should be kept under review and updated on at least an annual basis to ensure that they remain meaningful, purposeful and support Panel business and activity.
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