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Executive summary

A local authority cannot be successful if it is not successful for its children and young
people.

Services for children and young people in Halton have not been good enough for too
long. The response to the Ofsted Focused Visit in 2021, which raised serious concerns,
has been too slow. This is recognised and owned by leaders in the local authority and in
the wider partnership.

The authority and its partners had started to address these failings in advance of the
most recent inspection. However, there was not enough time for the new Leadership
Team to make sufficient progress to avoid the Inadequate Judgement in May of this year.

My analysis of the information that | have gathered indicates that, although it is still
relatively early in the improvement journey, the Council has demonstrated that it has the
capacity and capability to improve itself, in a reasonable timeframe, and the evidence is
sufficiently strong to suggest that long-term sustainable improvement to children's social
care can be achieved should operational service control continue to remain with the
Council.

There is a history in Children’s Services in Halton of strategies, plans, initiatives and
practice models being developed, started but then not fully implemented. | recognise that
this was not under the current leadership of the Chief Executive nor the Children’s
Leadership team. But culture develops over time and can be difficult to change. It is
essential that Halton remains focused on ensuring that children and young people in the
authority have the support they need to achieve their potential. A local authority that is
failing its children and young people is a failing authority, irrespective of its other
achievements. For that reason, | am recommending that an Improvement Advisor
remains in place until the next full inspection of Children’s Services. If one of the regular
progress reviews carried out by the Department for Education and Improvement Advisor
concludes that insufficient progress is being made, or if Ofsted Monitoring Visits raise
serious concerns, a Children’s Commissioner should be appointed to strengthen the
oversight, support and challenge provided to the authority.



Background

There have been longstanding concerns about the performance of Children’s Services in
Halton. These concerns are explored in more depth later in this report but include an
Ofsted Focused Visit in November 2021 which identified significant weaknesses and led
inspectors to issue two areas for priority action. As result of the concerns identified by
Ofsted, on the 13 January 2022, the Secretary of State for Education issued the local
authority with an Improvement Notice? and appointed an Improvement Advisor to provide
support and challenge to the local authority. In May 2024, a full Ofsted inspection of
Children’s Services in Halton? judged them to be ‘Inadequate’ across all areas.

Consequently, on the 30 August 2024, the Secretary of State issued a Statutory Direction
to Halton Borough Council* requiring the authority to take steps to improve its children’s
social care services and appointed a Children’s Commissioner.

" Ofsted Focused Visit 2021 50172302

2 Improvement Notice 2023 halton_improvement notice

3 Osted Inspection 2024 50252259

4 Statutory Direction to Halton Borough Council 30 August 2024
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https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50172302
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/61f02b01d3bf7f05452ed389/Halton_Improvement_Notice_13012022.pdf
https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50252259
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66e03f2205f8676a70ebad11/Statutory_Direction_to_Halton_Borough_Council_30_August_2024.pdf

Role of the commissioner

In accordance with the Statutory Direction, the Children’s Commissioner is required to:

To issue any necessary instructions to the Council for the purpose of securing
immediate improvement in the Council’s delivery of children’s social care; to
identify ongoing improvement requirements; and to recommend any additional
support required to deliver those improvements.

To bring together evidence to assess the Council’s capacity and capability to
improve itself, in a reasonable timeframe, and recommend whether or not this
evidence is sufficiently strong to suggest that long-term sustainable improvement
to children's social care can be achieved should operational service control
continue to remain with the Council.

To advise on relevant alternative delivery and governance arrangements for
children’s social care, outside of the operational control of the Council, taking
account of local circumstances and the views of the Council and key partners.
To report to the Parliamentary Under Secretary of State by 29 November 2024.



Methodology

To complete this report, | have reviewed a range of background information including the
reports of the previous Improvement Advisor, minutes of the Improvement Board and the
findings of Ofsted Inspection Reports and Monitoring Visits. | have read a range of
reports and plans including the Council Plan, minutes of the Children Young People and
Families Policy and Performance Board, the Local Safeguarding Partnership Annual
Report, and the draft Halton Children and Young People’s Plan.

| have attended a number of meetings including three meetings of the Improvement
Board, the Executive Board, Corporate Leadership Team meeting, Children Young
People and Families Policy and Performance Board, and partnership meetings, including
the SEND Improvement Board.

| have met with partners and stakeholders including local health services, Merseyside
Police, the Board Manager and Independent Scrutineer for the Halton Safeguarding
Children Partnership, the current and previous Improvement Advisors and independent
chair of the PEIA board. | am grateful to them for their assistance.

Within the local authority, | have met regularly with the Executive Director of Children’s
Services, Director of Children's Social Care and Early Help and Acting Director of
Education. | have met the Heads of Services within Children's Social Care and Early Help
and visited facilities, including the ‘front door’. | am grateful to all the staff | met for their
time and for all that they do for children and young people in Halton.

| had a series of meetings with the Chief Executive, Leader of the Council, Lead Member
for Children and Young People and the Chair of the Children Young People and Families
Policy and Performance Board.

| would like to thank all those | have met with for their time and for the open and positive
way they engaged with me.

Finally, | have had regular meetings with the current Improvement Advisor and the Senior
CSC Intervention Case Lead from the Vulnerable Children Unit. This greatly helped me
with this task.



About Halton

The borough of Halton was created in 1974 and contains the towns of Runcorn and
Widnes and the civil parishes of Daresbury, Hale, Halebank, Preston Brook, Sandymoor
and Moore. Halton Borough Council was created as a unitary council in 1998. The
authority’s two largest population centres, Widnes and Runcorn, are separated by the
river Mersey. Halton has been part of the Liverpool City Region Combined Authority
since 2014.

Demographics

The population of Halton is 128,964 according to mid-2022 population figures published
by the ONS.% As of 2021, Halton was the fifteenth most densely populated area of the 39
North West Authorities. Ninety-six percent of the population of Halton is White with only
4.8 percent of Borough residents born outside of the UK.

Halton has a larger proportion of its population aged 50-69 than the England average, but
a much lower proportion of the population aged between 15 and 44. Twenty-eight
percent of the population are aged between 0 and 17.

Halton is ranked the 27th most deprived of 326 local authorities in England. Of the 79
neighbourhoods in the authority, 35 are in the 20% most income deprived in England.
48.7% percent of the population live in these areas.

There is an 11.7 year gap in life expectancy at birth between those living in the 10% most
affluent areas of Halton and those living in the 10% most deprived.

Economy

In 2021, the borough's total Gross Value Added (GVA) was £4.0 billion with a total Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of £4.5 billion. GVA per capita in Halton was £31,390 and GDP
per capita was £34,985. This is the highest in the Liverpool City Region.®

In 2022, there were 67,000 jobs in Halton, including the self-employed. The borough is
an industrial, scientific and logistics hub with a higher proportion of jobs in these
industries, and proportionally fewer jobs in hospitality and education compared to the rest
of the UK. However, people in Halton are qualified to a lower level than the average for
the North West or Great Britain. The population is, therefore, not well placed to take
advantage of many of the better employment opportunities in the Borough.

5 ONS How life has changed in Halton: Census 2021
6 Regional gross domestic product: local authorities - Office for National Statistics
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/E06000006/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/datasets/regionalgrossdomesticproductlocalauthorities

Housing

At the time of the last census (2021), the number of home owners in Halton had fallen
from 63.4% to 60.5%. The percentage of the population living in privately rented
accommodation had risen from 9.8% to 14% over the same period. The number of
residents living in social housing was relatively unchanged 24.3% (25.2%).” Social
housing in Halton is provided by Halton Housing.

7 Housing, England and Wales - Office for National Statistics
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/bulletins/housingenglandandwales/census2021

Halton Borough Council

The Council has been held by Labour since it was established. This has given stability to
political leadership. However, the absence of a strong opposition can reduce the level of
scrutiny of council decisions, policies, and actions. Strong opposition can provide
alternative visions and approaches to issues. Where a strong opposition is not in place, it
is important that a council makes use of other types of challenge and support to inform its
decision making, such as peer reviews, benchmarking and research, as well as formal
external inspection.

Following boundary changes in 2021, 54 councillors are elected from 18 wards, with
each ward electing three councillors. Elections are held in May, when one third of the
seats (one in each ward) are contested. The successful candidate is elected for a period
of four years. In one year out of four no elections are held. Following the last election, the
makeup of the Council is 50 Labour, 3 Liberal Democrats and 1 Conservative.

The Leader of the Council took up this role in 2021. Prior to this he was the deputy leader
for 11 years. He also held the resources portfolio, with responsibility for the Council’s
budget, for 15 years. He therefore brings considerable experience to the role. The
Executive Board Member for Children, Young People and Families has fulfilled this role
since 2016.

The Council’s scrutiny function is carried out through six Policy and Performance Boards:

e Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board

e Corporate Policy and Performance Board

e Employment, Learning and Skills, and Community Policy and Performance Board
e Environment and Urban Renewal Policy and Performance Board

e Health Policy and Performance Board

e Safer Policy and Performance Board

Policy and Performance Boards meet four times a year. It has not been a requirement in
Halton for several years that Executive Directors attend the Policy and Performance
Boards relevant to their Directorate. This limits the Boards’ opportunities to hear directly
from Executive Directors and, where appropriate, hold them to account.

The Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board is made up of
eleven members, including the chair, who has been in this role since June 2021.

e Recommendation 1: Within the next six months, Halton Borough Council should
review their governance arrangements for Policy and Performance Boards to
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ensure that they are consistent with statutory guidance issued by the Department
for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities.®

e Recommendation 2: The Executive Director of Children’s Services should
routinely attend the Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance
Board.

The Chief Executive was appointed in January 2022, following the retirement of the
previous Chief Executive who had been in post for 18 years.

The senior leadership of the Council is made up of three Executive Directors, responsible
for Environment & Regeneration, Adult Services and Children’s Services, the Director of
Public Health along with three Operational Directors from the Chief Executive’s
Directorate for Finance (S.151 Officer), Legal & Democratic Services (Monitoring Officer),
ICT & Support Services and the Director Chief Executive’s Delivery Unit.

In 2023, the local authority undertook a major consultation with the public. “The Big
Conversation’ sought to inform those living and working in Halton about the challenges
facing the Council and engage them in the development and implementation of a new
Corporate Strategy that would set out how the Council could work together with them to
improve the quality of life for all residents in the Borough. The implications of this strategy
for Children’s Services are discussed later in this report.

Finance

During the 2010s, councils’ overall core funding per person fell by 26% in real terms, on
average, with higher council tax revenues only partially offsetting a 46% fall in funding
from central government. However, these cuts affected areas differently: in the most
deprived tenth of councils, funding per person fell by 35%, compared with 15% in the
least deprived areas.® This has left many councils facing significant financial pressures.
18 councils were given Exceptional Financial Support (EFS) from the Government in
February to help meet their legal duty to balance their books this year (2024/25). Recent
research by the Local Government Association found that one in four councils in England
were likely to have to apply for EFS agreements to avoid bankruptcy in the next two
financial years (2025/26 and 2026/27)."°

In Halton, the local authority’s spending power has reduced by 26% (£52.4m) compared
to the England average of 18%. This has placed considerable pressure on the Council’s
budgets, particularly given the context of significantly increasing costs in Children’s
Services (detailed later in this report) and increasing demand for both Adult and

8 Overview and scrutiny: statutory guidance for councils, combined authorities and combined county
authorities - GOV.UK

9 https://ifs.org.uk/publications/how-have-english-councils-funding-and-spending-changed-2010-2024
0 LGA Briefing 1 in 4 councils likely to need emergency government support — LGA survey | Local
Government Association
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-combined-authorities-and-combined-county-authorities/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-combined-authorities-and-combined-county-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-combined-authorities-and-combined-county-authorities/overview-and-scrutiny-statutory-guidance-for-councils-combined-authorities-and-combined-county-authorities
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/how-have-english-councils-funding-and-spending-changed-2010-2024
https://www.local.gov.uk/about/news/1-4-councils-likely-need-emergency-government-support-lga-survey
https://www.local.gov.uk/about/news/1-4-councils-likely-need-emergency-government-support-lga-survey

Children’s Services. Managing the Council’s financial pressures is a key focus for both
members and officers.

In February 2023, the local authority agreed a number of budget reductions including the
closure of two children's day centres and a school meals service to save £6.88m over
three years. In April of that year, it formally commenced a three-year transformation
programme funded through a capitalisation order of £7m across the period April 2023 to
March 2026. By improving efficiency and effectiveness across the Council, it is
anticipated that the programme will identify savings of £4m in 2024/25, £8m in 2025/26
and £10m in 2026/27.

At the end of the financial year 2024/24, Halton Borough Council reported a £5.6m
overspend budget. All Departments overspent their allocated budget, with the exceptions
of Public Health and the Environment & Regeneration. The largest overspend was in the
Children’s Directorate.

A report to the Executive Board in September reported an actual overspend as of the end
of July in the region of £6.6m but there were concerns this could rise to £19.8m by the
end of the year. The board was informed that the government had been made aware of
the Council’s financial position and that the Local Government Association had agreed to
conduct a review of the Council’s finances.

At the half-year budget report to the Executive Board, the Council was projecting an £8.9
million overspend, potentially rising to £20.6 million. The Council had had a Peer Review
from the LGA, and in addition, the 151 Officer has been in contact with the LGA North
West Regional Finance Associate. The Council is acting on the advice given. At the
Executive Board, members agreed that, given the significant financial pressures facing
the Council, they would apply for EFS. | am unaware of any evidence that the Council
has made any high-risk investments or financial decisions. The current financial
pressures appear to be a direct result of the increased demand for Adult and Children’s
Services and the difficulties experienced in Children’s Services.
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The challenges facing children and young people in
Halton

One of the most significant challenges facing the 27,546 children and young people in
Halton is the number that are living in poverty. Figures from the Department for Work and
Pensions'" show 5,873 Halton children aged under 16 were living in relative poverty in
the year to March 2023. This means that 24.1% of children in the area were in a family
whose income was below 60% of average household income before housing costs. The
family also claimed child benefit and at least one other household benefit. This was up
from 21.3% the year before and the highest rate since comparable records began in
2014-15.

Children growing up in poverty experience many disadvantages which accumulate
across the life cycle. Poverty has a long-term and corrosive impact on outcomes for
children resulting in inequalities in health, cognitive development, psychosocial
development and educational attainment. These inequalities are evident from early
childhood and continue through the school years into employment and to later life with
more ill-health in later years and earlier death.

Children and young people told researchers from the Royal College of Paediatrics and
Child Health about how poverty affects them.'? It included the following:

¢ Not enough money for healthy nourishing food, leading to a poor diet and
unhealthy eating. It would be easier to get disease and get sick because of poor
diet and poor hygiene. It would also be hard to sleep, which would also affect your
mental health.

¢ Not able to afford to go to social events or sports clubs, go on holiday, or go on
school trips. You might be left out.

e Can't afford good housing, could be homeless. You would be lacking basic things
like electricity, or hot, clean water — leading to poor hygiene (dirty clothes, hair
etc).

¢ You may end up being bullied, or possibly becoming a bully. People might make
fun of you, and you might be bullied because you can'’t afford clothes or have a
dirty uniform.

e Poverty would result in poor mental health and could lead to depression or anxiety.
You could feel angry and frustrated and might lash out at people.

¢ You would become vulnerable and might be exposed to ‘dodgy’ people and drugs.
You could be forced to make bad choices and get up to trouble

11 Children in low income families: local area statistics, financial year ending 2022 - GOV.UK
12 Child health inequalities driven by child poverty in the UK - position statement | RCPCH
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https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-2014-to-2022/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-financial-year-ending-2022#proportion
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/child-health-inequalities-position-statement

Levels of childhood obesity are higher in Halton than the national average for children at
age 4-5 and 10-11. In the first year of primary school (age 4-5), 1 in 4 children are
overweight or obese in Halton (25.8%); this rises to 42% in the last year of primary (age
10-11).

Smoking at delivery, breastfeeding, injury-related and self-harm hospital admissions
rates are all above the England average. Teenage pregnancy and school readiness are
also worse than the National average.

88.3% of primary age and 73% of secondary age children in Halton attend a good or
outstanding school. Whilst the picture varies across the different schools, overall, children
and young people in Halton achieve standards that are lower when compared to similar
pupils across the country.

Post COVID, 38% of pupils are persistently absent from school (i.e. missed 10% or more
sessions). This is higher than the nation rate of 21%.
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Concerns of Ofsted

A full Ofsted inspection of Halton Borough Council Children’s services, '3 carried out in
March 2020, judged them as ‘Requires Improvement’ in all areas. Concerningly,
inspectors noted, ‘weaknesses found during this inspection mirror some of those areas
requiring improvement in the SIF inspection’. This indicated that leaders had not taken
sufficient action to address concerns identified in the previous inspection in 2014.

A Focused Visit from Ofsted in November 20214 found that, in the twenty months since
the inspection, ‘there has been a deterioration in the quality of social work practice for
children in need of help and protection’. Inspectors identified ‘significant weaknesses in
social work practice and deficits in management oversight and supervision that have
failed to safeguard and promote children’s welfare. Too many children are living in
situations where there is unassessed risk and there are delays in taking timely action to
reduce risk’. Inspectors issued two areas for priority action: “The assessment and
management of risk to children, including the frequency of visits to children, in line with
assessed risk and needs’ and ‘Management oversight and supervision to provide
effective support and challenge’.

As result of the concerns identified by Ofsted, on the 13 January 2022 the Secretary of
State for Education issued the local authority with an Improvement Notice'® and
appointed an Improvement Advisor to provide support and challenge to the local
authority.

An Ofsted Focused Visit in October 2022'¢ identified that ‘a determined and recently
appointed chief executive officer has secured corporate commitment and significant
financial investment to children’s services in their drive to improve social work practice for
children in need of help and protection’. In response, the Children’s Services leadership
team ‘has begun to accelerate the much-needed pace of change to the local authority’s
improvement journey’. However, inspectors did identify four areas for improvement.

In November 2023, the Care Quality Commission and Ofsted conducted a joint area
inspection of services for children and young people in Halton with special educational
needs and disabilities (SEND). These services are provided jointly by the local authority
and NHS Cheshire and Merseyside Integrated Care Board (ICB) working together. The
inspection found, ‘widespread and/or systemic failings leading to significant concerns
about the experiences and outcomes of children and young people with special
educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND)’. The report set out five areas for priority

'3 Osted Inspection 2020 50150003

4 Ofsted Focused Visit 2021 50172302

5 Improvement Notice 2023 halton_improvement notice
'6 Ofsted Focused Visit 2022 50204407
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/61f02b01d3bf7f05452ed389/Halton_Improvement_Notice_13012022.pdf
https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50204407

action. Halton Borough Council and NHS Cheshire and Merseyside Integrated Care
Board (ICB) Leaders across education, health and social care were required to:

Cooperate at pace to improve the shared strategic oversight, governance, support
and challenge to drive improvements to meet the needs of children and young
people with SEND in Halton.

Improve the efficiency and quality of their information gathering and sharing
processes to ensure that children’s and young people’s needs are understood
accurately and met more swiftly and effectively through coordinated approaches.
Improve the joint commissioning of services to ensure that children, young people
and their families receive sufficient support to have their needs met effectively.
Urgently improve the early identification of needs and access to specialist health
pathways, including the neurodevelopmental assessment pathway and speech
and language therapy and the support available, while children and young people
wait.

Improve the timeliness of new EHC plans and updates to EHC plans following the
annual review process, so that, if appropriate, children and young people receive
an effective EHC plan within statutory timescales.

In addition, inspectors identified four further areas for improvement:

Leaders should improve the quality of assessment, advice and planning across
education, health and social care so that children and young people’s needs are
better understood and met swiftly and effectively through coordinated approaches.
Leaders across the partnership should strengthen processes for the quality
assurance of EHC plans and use these to improve the quality of new and existing
EHC plans.

Leaders should ensure that communication with stakeholders, including parents,
carers, children and young people, is enhanced. This includes the communication
about how leaders plan to develop systems and processes. This should focus on
improving parents’ and carers’ trust in the system. Communication between teams
and services should be improved to better identify and meet children and young
people’s needs.

Leaders should improve the pace and traction of the AP strategy to ensure that it
impacts positively on children and young people with SEND.

In May 2024, a full Ofsted inspection of Children’s Services in Halton'” judged them to be
‘Inadequate’ across all areas. Inspectors identified twelve areas for improvement, which
are listed below. They relate to all aspects of Children’s Services, and many reflect
concerns identified in earlier inspections.

7 Osted Inspection 2024 50252259
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Partnership arrangements, so that these provide effective governance and lead to
effective multi-agency support for children and young people.

The identification of, and response to, risk by social workers, so that children and
young people receive a swift and robust response, including timely, effective
strategy meetings and coherent multi-agency work.

The quality of social work practice, specifically assessments, plans and planning,
including for disabled children, and the timely and effective transition planning for
young people leaving care.

The quality of help and support for children with vulnerabilities, specifically children
aged 16 and 17 years who present as homeless, the response to children who go
missing from home and care, and young carers.

The identification, assessment and support for those children living in private
fostering arrangements and those living with kinship carers.

The timeliness of decision-making for children and young people, specifically when
children come into care, so that children achieve permanence without delay. This
includes the effectiveness of independent reviewing officers (IROs), so that
concerns relating to care planning are identified, escalated and quickly resolved.
The sufficiency of suitable placements to meet children’s and young people’s
assessed needs, including increasing the use of ‘staying put’ arrangements.

The support for children in care, so that they can safely have family time with
those who are important to them.

The quality of support, advice and guidance for care leavers, including those with
additional vulnerabilities, to ensure that this is timely, consistent and responsive to
levels of need.

The quality of visiting and direct work with children and young people, including
life-story work.

Social workers’ and foster carers’ access to, and completion of, relevant training,
so that they are supported to deliver good-quality services for children and young
people.

The quality of supervision and oversight of frontline practitioners so that children
and young people receive a timely, consistent service that is responsive to their
needs, and meets those needs.

As a result of the inspection report published 12 July 2024 and the failure of the authority
to address the concerns identified in previous inspections, the Secretary of State issued
a Statutory Direction to Halton Borough Council requiring the authority to take steps to
improve its children’s social care services and appointed a Children’s Commissioner.

17



Issues affecting Halton Children’s Services

The ‘Inadequate’ judgements of the Ofsted inspection in 2024 did not result from a
sudden failure of services or leadership. Ofsted reports from 2018 onwards build a
cumulative picture of a Children’s Services that was drifting; and in which practice,
services and outcomes for children were deteriorating. Over six years, inspectors
repeatedly identified similar areas for improvement. The issues of concern identified in
one inspection were not fully addressed by the next and a thread throughout the reports
is of plans being ‘implemented’ or ‘put in place’, ‘recent’ and ‘relaunched’ initiatives, and
‘revised’ strategies; none of which were embedded nor in place long enough for
inspectors to identify an impact. The Ofsted reports do not convey a sense of strong,
strategic leadership or of management grip.

In 2015, Ofsted evaluated the findings of inspections of authorities inspected under the
recently introduced Single Inspection Framework, to identify the common leadership
characteristics in the ‘good’ authorities. They identified six features of ‘good’ leadership:

e The senior leadership investment in the professional environment enabled social
work to flourish.

e Senior leaders were monitoring workloads closely and management oversight
focused on the quality of work as well as the volume.

e Leaders kept staffing vacancies under close review. They used their local
knowledge and employed effective strategies to help them retain and attract new
staff.

e Supervision and training were effective in retaining and developing staff.

e Managers understood and managed caseloads. They knew the children and care
plans well.

e Principal social workers positively influenced practice and provided the
professional voice in senior management teams.

In the inspection reports of Halton between 2018 and 2022, there is little evidence of any
of these features. Leadership was reactive; responding to the findings of Ofsted rather
than implementing effective strategies to create an environment in which practitioners
were able to deliver best practice and outcomes for children and young people.

Following the departure of the permanent DCS in March 2023, the Chief Executive
appointed an experienced interim Director along with an experienced Assistant Director
as an interim Operational Director for Improvement, to avoid a gap in leadership in
Children’s Services. They were both in post by for a short period from April to July 2023.
Many of the staff consulted as part of the review who worked in Halton during this time
reported that they were not consulted about issues affecting practice and how these
could be addressed. Changes were not well communicated and consequently not
embedded.
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The authority was able to bring in another experienced Director almost immediately. He
was able to provide calm, consistent and stable leadership to the service. However, the
changes in leadership style, approach and priorities reportedly negatively impacted on
staff morale, relationships and engagement with partners and corporate colleagues. It
also meant that the implementation of a strategic approach to improvement was further
delayed.

In common with many local authorities, Halton has faced increased demand for children’s
services. The rate of referrals in Halton in September was 607.2, this is below their
statistical neighbours but above Regional and National rates (Figure 1). Most Children’s
Services experience a spike of referrals following a poor inspection outcome. This was
not the case in Halton.

Figure 1: Rate of Referrals
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The rate of re-referrals in Halton in September 2024 was 31.3%. The rate of re-referrals
has trended higher than Statistical, Regional and National Rates for most of the year. A
high rate of re-referrals may indicate that previous referrals were not dealt with
appropriately. A high rate of re-referrals is expected in an authority which has recently
been judged ‘Inadequate’ as it is calculated over a twelve-month period.

The rate of children subject to a child protection plan in Halton is below that in Statistical
and Regional neighbours (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Rate of CP Plans

Rate of CP Plans

69.0

63%6 |
% ¥
PpW

& &

=)

68.3
62.5
v

34551 519 ggg 53.0
v

72.6
22 S S o
0

69.7
] ‘)
v " ’ ! ,
S o~ & Q'S‘ vg" @'5\ )

o S ) N

,Lbn ™ ,Lb‘

47.6
Do
! A v
N % &

¥

emllem Halton (22/23) 72 == Regional (22/23) 49 Stat Neighbour (22/23) 73 el England (21/22) 43

Source: GOV.UK

However, the number of children in care in Halton is too high (Figure 3). The current rate
of children looked after per 10,000 is 129.3. This is higher than the rate in Statistical
(125) and Regional neighbours (96) and for England (71). This has a significant impact
on the lives of children and young people and, as will be discussed later, on expenditure.

Figure 3: Rate of Children in Care
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Research and the findings of Ofsted inspections have highlighted the negative impact of
high staff turnover and use of agency staff on services, practice and outcomes.
Workforce instability has been an issue in Halton for too long and has contributed to the
authority’s poor performance. There is little or no evidence in the inspection reports
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between 2018 and 2022 of a considered strategy to address this critical issue (This is
explored in more detail below).
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Children’s Services finance

In common with many local authorities, Halton Children’s Services has experienced an
increase in demand which has resulted in increasing pressure on the Children’s Services
budget. In Halton, the situation has been exacerbated by increasing numbers of children
and young people in care, with more being placed in external residential and independent
fostering agencies because of the absence of an effective Sufficiency Strategy or
commissioning arrangements for placements.

Some decisions taken by previous senior leaders in Children’s Services appear to have
exacerbated the situation. For example, the Edge of Care Team, which was set up to
reduce entry into care, was disbanded and the local authority’s only children’s home was
closed.

In 2020/21, the Children’s Services budget was £23,773,000. The budget was overspent
by £1,184,000 (4.9%), giving an actual spend of £24,952,000. However, £10,732,000 of
this spend was on children’s placements. This constitutes 45.1% of the planned budget
and 43% of the actual spend. It should be noted that these costs do not include the costs
of providing a social worker, independent reviewing officer, travel and other associated
costs.

By 2022/23 the Children’s Services budget had increased to £27,958,000 and the
overspend to £9,915,000 (34.7%), of which £17,379,000 (62.1% planned, 46.1% actual)
was spent on placements.

The following year there was a further increase in the Service’s budget to £32,115,00.
However, the Service exceeded this by expenditure by £10,021,00 with £22,006,000
(62.1% planned, 46.1% actual) on placement costs.

Over a period of three years, the spend on placements rose by £11,274,000, a 105%
increase. Spend on agency staff increased at an even higher rate over the same period,
rising from £1,512,000 in 2020/21 to £6,157,000 in 2023/24, a 307% increase. The
combined spend on placements and agency staff was 49% of the total budget for
Children’s Social Care in 2020/21 rising to 66.8% in 2023/24.

Although actual spend on children’s social care rose from £24,952,000 in 2020/21 to
£42,136,000 in 2023/24, an increase of £17,184,000 (68.8%) the amount available for
direct service delivery increased by only £1,265,000 (9%). When other costs, such as
annual pay awards and demand are factored in, this means that over this period there
was no significant investment in services that would have enabled Children’s Social Care
to change patterns, improve outcomes and reduce costs.
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Education and SEND

In the Levelling Up White Paper (Feb 2022), DfE identified 55 Education Investment
Areas (ElAs) where it would implement a package of measures to drive school
improvement and improve pupil outcomes. DfE also indicated that it would make more
intensive investment across a number of these areas.

In the Schools White Paper (Mar 2022), DfE identified 24 Priority Areas where it would
make more intensive investment. They were a subset of EIAs and comprised of the 12
existing DfE Opportunity Areas and 12 other ElAs that had particularly low attainment
and high rates of disadvantage.

Halton was designated as a PEIA and established a Partnership Board (PEIAB) to agree
priorities, allocate funding, monitor progress and share best practice. The Board has an
independent chair with considerable knowledge and experience in education and who
knows Halton well. Schools have worked together and the PEIAB has supported the
development of a more collaborative, supportive learning community. This is the result of
significant hard work and investment of from headteachers and schools.

Table 1: Percentage of children achieving a good level of development at the end
of the early years foundation stage

Year % known to % known to % all — Halton | % all -
be eligible for | be eligible for England
FSM - Halton | FSM -
England
2016 47.2 54 .4 61.9 69.3
2017 43.9 56 60.9 70.7
2018 49.9 56.6 64.5 71.5
2019 48.1 56.5 66.1 71.8
2022 49.8 49.1 60.1 65.2
2023 543 51.6 62.2 67.2

Source: GOV.UK
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Table 2: Key stage 2 attainment, reading, writing and mathematics — percentage

reaching the expected standard

Year % all — Halton % all — England
2016 46.8 53.8

2017 56.1 61.6

2018 63.2 64.9

2019 59.7 65.3

2022 58 59

2023 58 60

Source: GOV.UK

Table 3: Percentage of pupils achieving standard passes (grades 9 to 4) in both

English and mathematics GCSEs

Year % all — Halton % all — England
2016 60.2 63.3
2017 55 64.2
2018 58.1 64.4
2019 56.8 64.9
2022 63.1 64.1
2023 58.3 60.5

Source: GOV.UK

Table 4: Percentage of pupils achieving strong passes (grades 9 to 5) in both

English and mathematics GCSEs

Year % all — Halton % all — England
2017 30.5 42.9
2018 32.3 43.5
2019 36.1 43.4
2022 44.3 42.2
2023 37.8 42.2

Source: GOV.UK

The efforts of the PEIAB, headteachers and schools is having a positive impact on the
educational attainment of pupils at both primary and secondary levels. The programme
ends in March 2025. Work is underway to gather insight on the learning and impact and
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how to ensure sustainability after the lifetime of the programme. Given the challenges
facing school children and young people in Halton, it is important that all the good work of
the PEIAB is not lost. The local authority should be working with the head teachers and
the Independent Chair to identify ways in which the work of the Board can be continued.

¢ Recommendation 3: The Council should work with local partners to consider the
impact and learning of the Priority Area programme and develop sustainable plans
beyond the end of the programme.

The local authority and health colleagues have established a SEND Improvement Board.
The Board has an Independent Chair and was responsible for developing the priority
action plan for SEND required by His Majesty’s Chief Inspector following the November
2023 SEND inspection. The priority action plan was developed in partnership with
stakeholders and has been submitted to and approved by Ofsted and the Care Quality
Commission.

The SEND Improvement Board is responsible for monitoring the delivery of the five
strands of the plan; one for each of the priority actions identified by Ofsted. The Board is
well attended and has systems in place to capture progress. However, it is very focused
on process and whether actions have been completed. The pace of improvement is slow
and needs to increase.

Halton was successful in its application for funding for £1 million from the Delivering
Better Value (DBV) Education programme. The purpose of the programme is to identify
and implement local opportunities to improve the outcomes for children and young
people with SEND and aid local systems to achieve financial sustainability. Halton’s bid
was focused on building resilience across all educational systems to support and include
learners with Social, Emotional Mental Health Needs. The initiatives in the bid are
designed to allow schools and settings to support SEND children effectively, without
having to request an Education Health and Care assessment, alleviating the demand for
specialist placements and reducing both the risk of out of borough placement and
permanent exclusions. The Halton programme has two strands: a Behaviour Support
Change Programme and an Inclusion Framework.

The Halton DBV programme offer is a strategic, targeted programme designed to change
patterns and improve outcomes for children and young people with SEND.

¢ Recommendation 4: The Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children
should receive bimonthly reports from the SEND Improvement Board and on the
DBV programme to strengthen support and challenge.
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Children’s social care workforce

Practitioners in children’s social care work to support the most vulnerable families in the
country. They make complex and difficult decisions about the welfare and safety of children
and young people. In recent years, the context in which social care practitioners are
working has become more pressured because of increased demand and children and
families experiencing more complex and multifaceted issues.'® In these circumstances, it
is critical that practitioners know that the leadership and organisational culture supports
them to deliver best practice and good outcomes for children and young people. If
practitioners do not feel safe, or that the organisation does not support their values, they
are likely to leave.

The Ofsted inspection reports between 2018 and 2022 show little evidence of a Children’s
Service that is creating the conditions for success. Whilst recognising the impact of COVID,
there is little evidence of a coherent workforce strategy and management grip to address
the ongoing issues of recruitment and retention in Children’s Services. This was followed
by a period of instability in the leadership in Children’s Services. At the time of the last
Ofsted inspection in May of this year, there had been four DCSs and five assistant directors
in Children’s Social Care in the preceding 12 months, and the assistant director for
Education had been off work because of a serious health condition for over four months.

In these circumstances, it is unsurprising that the children’s social care service has
experienced significant workforce instability (Table 5).

Table 5: Workforce data on vacancies in Halton

Role Number of | Number of | Number of | Number of | Number of
vacancies vacancies vacancies vacancies vacancies
March March March March 4 Oct 2024
2021 2022 2023 2024
Social workers 45 42 37 36 44
(including
Advanced)
Team managers | 16 10 7 4 4
(3
appointed
waiting to
start)
Principal 11 11 8 16 1
manager/service
manager

8 Qutcomes of CSC provision Full Report Final January 2024.pdf
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Divisional 5 5 4 7 0
manager/head

of service

Operational 2 1 1 2 0
director

Source: Halton Borough Council

In the three years between 2019 and 2022, Halton Children’s Services had a turnover
rate of 20% for social workers, compared to the national rate of 15.4% (Department for
Education, 2022). Research and inspection findings have found a strong correlation
between high rates of vacancies and agency social workers and poor inspection
outcomes. This is not to say that agency social workers are poorer quality, rather it
speaks to leadership, organisational culture and instability, and higher turnover which
impacts on the quality of practice, relationships and outcomes.

The current leadership team in Children’s Services recognise the importance of
workforce stability in delivering and sustaining improvement. They have taken a
systematic approach, working with corporate colleagues in Human Resources to develop
a comprehensive recruitment strategy. This has included:

¢ An initial focus on recruiting a permanent leadership team, with shared values,
principles and approach to practice to lead and support cultural change across
Children’s Services.

¢ Revising job titles and responsibilities to make these clear to external applicants.

e For example, in Halton the Team Manager role was termed, ‘Practice Lead’. Whilst
emphasising the importance of practice leadership in managing a team, it is not a
term that is used widely, if at all, outside Halton. As a result, potential applicants
seeking to move into a Team Manager role may have been put off applying to
become a ‘Practice Lead’ in Halton as they did not appreciate that it was a Team
Manager role.

e Bench-marking salaries for key roles against those in other local authorities in the
region. This highlighted that pay for many roles in Halton was in the bottom
quartile. In response the DCS a business case for an uplift in salaries, which was
agreed.

The local authority has taken a number of other actions to support recruitment. These
include initiatives focused on developing local social workers through ‘Step up to Social
Work’ and social work apprenticeships, and closer relationships with local Universities.
The local authority also introduced the Front-Line Social Work Programme in September
2024.

The local authority had revised its ASYE programme to strengthen the support available
to newly qualified social workers in the authority but recognised that had to be done to
ensure that social workers had a positive experience in their ASYE year and to tackle the
issue of retention of more experienced practitioners. To address this, with the support of
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the Department for Education, Halton has established a Children’s Social Work
Academy. The Academy comprises of a Service Manager, two Principal Managers and
two Practice Managers.

A key priority of the Academy is to ensure that newly qualified social workers become
capable and confident practitioners. However, equally important is the Academy’s role in
supporting the ongoing professional development of practitioners through their career in
social care so that they experience Halton as an authority where they can continue to
develop their professional knowledge and expertise and where they are enabled and
supported to deliver best practice.

It is essential that the Academy supports the delivery of the Improvement Plan and the
Children and Young People’s Plan. Its programme must be linked to the findings of case
file audits and other quality assurance activity. It must also take account and incorporate
the support and recommendations of the authority’s improvement partner(s).

The Academy is based on a Systemic based model of practice. This has been the
authority’s preferred practice model for over four years. However, in 2020 Ofsted
inspectors noted, ‘Plans are in place to strengthen practice through the further roll-out of
the preferred social work model, which is not fully embedded’. In 2021, they found ‘the
roll-out of the local authority’s chosen model of social work practice and the restructure of
services to enable greater and clearer management accountability have been delayed’.
In the Focused Visit in 2022 they reported, ‘senior leaders are taking proactive steps to
embed their chosen practice model and have secured sector-led improvement support to
implement this approach. Social workers are greatly enthused and are genuinely looking
forward to developing this practice model’. However, four years later, it is still not
implemented across Children’s Services.

Whilst Ofsted has no preferred model of practice, it is clear about their value in improving
practice and staff retention:

‘Having a model of practice that is understood and embedded across the whole local
authority is a development that we absolutely welcome. The approach taken by Leeds
City Council is just one excellent example of this.

Models that set clear expectations and have a consistent approach build staff confidence.
They improve the quality of assessment, intervention, and direct work with children and
their families. This means that in LAs that are struggling, this can be the lever that
encourages staff to stay’."®

In addition to providing practitioners with a clear framework for practice, underpinned by
research, best practice and ethical principles that they can apply in their day-to-day work,

' A preferred model of practice? — Ofsted: social care Eleanor Schooling is National Director, Social Care,
2018.
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a well implemented and embedded practice model can, over time, help to determine the
culture and approach of social workers and leaders.

Therefore, implementing a recognised, strengths based social work model must be a
priority for Halton.

¢ Recommendation 5: The authority should work with the DfE Improvement
Advisor and their Improvement Partner to identify an appropriate practice model to
then be implemented across Children’s Services in the next 12 months. It should
then be an ongoing priority to consistently embed this model across children’s
services.

Recruiting and retaining a stable social care workforce must be a priority for the Council.
Workforce instability has been an issue in Halton for too long. Halton should be seen as
the employer of choice in the Liverpool City Region.

¢ Recommendation 6: The Council should ensure that processes enable social
care posts to be advertised without delay and safe recruitment processes enable
prompt commencement.

The Academy is a significant investment and an excellent resource. How it delivers and
its impact on recruitment, retention and the quality of practice should be carefully
monitored. It must work with practitioners and front-line managers to support the creation
of a learning organisation.

e Recommendation 7: The Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children
should receive a quarterly report on the work and impact of the Social Work
Academy and recruitment and retention strategy on practice, recruitment and
retention.

¢ Recommendation 8: The Council should reduce its use of agency social workers
to at least the national average within two years of the publication of this report.
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Current context of Children’s Services in Halton and
the Service’s response to the Ofsted inspection

Undertaking improvement in a failing Children’s Services Department is challenging. It
requires immediate action to address critical failures to ensure that children are safe, whilst
at the same time developing a long-term strategy and putting the foundations in place for
sustained improvement. This requires a sound understanding of the failures and issues the
Service is experiencing and, as important, their causes. In 2016, Isos was commissioned
by the Local Government Association to undertake action research on improvement in
Children’s Services. The research identified three phases on improvement (Figure 4), with
each phase having a small number of ‘defining characteristics’.

Figure 4: Defining characteristics at each stage of the improvement journey

The three phases Defining characteristics

Donrtotair . Getting the basics right — driven by leadership
. Building the ethos and culture — & engaging the workforce

1. Capacity for robust self-assessment, vigilance
Fair-to-good 2. Locus of leadership shifts and becomes more broad
3. From “mission-critical” aspects to whole-service view

1. Improvement no longer a discrete project— it is the norm
Good-to-great 2. Disciplined innovation embedded within delivery

3. Openness to others — challenge & system leadership role

Source: Local Government Association

Although Halton Children’s Services had not been subject to a full inspection when the
current Executive Director of Children's Services took up post at the end of October
2023, it is clear from the information available that it was a ‘poor’ Service.

Leadership

On her appointment, the new Director was faced with a number of challenges; staff that
had experienced considerable disruption, with four DCS in under twelve months, there
was no permanent Operational Director Children’s Social Care, over half the Head of
Service posts were filled by temporary staff, a SEND inspection within two months of
coming into post, and the Operational Director for Education going on long-term ill-health
leave shortly afterwards.
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The Executive Director appointed an experienced Head of Service from a neighbouring
authority to the role of Operational Director for Children’s Social Care and she took up
post in December 2023. Together, they commenced a comprehensive review of the
current context of Children’s Services in Halton, engaging staff in this process. They took
immediate action to strengthen core processes and systems and provided increased
leadership and management grip. Improved performance management and quality
assurance systems provided leaders, including elected members, with a better line of
sight to practice. The Executive Director and Operational Director for Children’s Social
Care understood that these initial actions would improve processes but more needed to
be done to improve the quality of practice within these processes. To address this, in
addition to the creation of the Social Work Academy, leaders have actively sought
support from authorities with recognised expertise to support practice improvement.

Given the instability and uncertainty created by the frequent changes in leaders, at all
levels of the organisation, a particular priority for the Executive and Operational Director
has been to engage with staff across the organisation to develop a clear vision for
Children’s Services in Halton. Alongside this, they went about recruiting a stable
leadership team, with the values needed to deliver this vision, in a very methodical way
The initial focus was on the most senior roles, Head of Service, before moving on to
Service and then Team Managers. As one management tier was being recruited to, the
roles, responsibilities, job descriptions and salaries of the next were reviewed. At the time
of writing, all the Head of Service, Service Manager and Team Manager posts have been
recruited to. This is a significant milestone.

This approach has been successful in building a cohesive leadership team underpinned
by shared vision and values. There is a sense of calm and purpose. The staff | spoke
with reported that leaders were visible and approachable and the clear focus on ‘children’
was welcomed.

Whilst the Executive Director has paid attention to strategic issues, for example
commissioning a new Children and Young People’s Plan for Halton, the absence of a
permanent leadership team has meant that, with the Operational Director, she has had to
be very actively involved in addressing operational issues and responding to problems.
This has limited the time that she has had to drive the wider strategic agenda for children
and young people. With most of her leadership team now in place and several new posts
established and recruited to provide more capacity, such as a Commissioning Manager
and Principal Social Worker, the Executive Director will be able to shift her focus onto
taking forward the strategic agenda.

e Recommendation 9: The Executive Director must play a leadership role in driving
the strategic agenda for Children’s Services and the wider partnership. She should
agree a set of clear strategic objectives with staff and partners, with clear actions
and ambitious timescales for their delivery.
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Early Help and Intervention Services

Children and families in Halton benefit from a broad range of early help, support and
intervention services. These have been highlighted as a strength in Ofsted reports from
2018 to the most recent inspection. Many of the services provided have a strong
evidence base. They include Pause, a youth drug and alcohol service, the short-breaks
scheme for children with a disability, the Halton Right to Succeed and Parenting
Programmes and the Health Engagement Services. Services are delivered by skilled
workers and there is good evidence of impact for most programmes both in terms of
reducing the need for social work intervention and in improving outcomes for children and
young people.

The early help, support and intervention services also run six well-established Family
Hubs and two partnership Hubs. The authority was allocated funding through the Family
Hubs and Start for Life programme. In addition to funding face-to-face services, the
funding is being used to create a Digital Family Hub. The Digital Hub will provide families
with information about groups and services in their local area, as well as information,
advice and an opportunity to connect with others.

Children do not grow up in local authorities, cities or towns. They grow up in families and
communities. It is important therefore that services understand the context of local
communities. Early help support and intervention services are embedded within
communities. They are child focused, inclusive and responsive to the needs of families.
There is a focus on outcomes rather than process. In recent years, the teams were not
an integrated part of wider Children’s Social Care. Children’s Services Leaders should
identify and implement ways social work teams can work more closely with Family Hubs.
Bringing the services together provides an opportunity to share learning and support the
development of a culture that values families. It would also have the benefit of reducing
the number of changes of social worker experienced by children, families and partners.

e Recommendation 10: Senior Leaders in Children’s Services should hold monthly
or bi-monthly whole service management meetings that brings together managers
from social care and early help and prevention services.

¢ Recommendation 11: Working with the Department for Education Improvement
Advisor, within the next six months, Senior Leaders in Children’s Services should
review whether they should implement a locality practice model linked to the
Family Hubs in order to bring teams closer to local communities and support more
integrated working across teams.

Practice

Whilst analysis of performance information and audit findings show that practice in Halton
is still variable, there are indications of improvement. The timeliness of decision making
on contacts and referrals have both improved from 87% and 57% in 2022/23 to 92% and
95% in 2024/25 (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Contact Timeliness
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The number of assessments completed on time in 24/25 is currently 82.5%, this is better
than statistical neighbours (78%) and England (82%). Performance is higher than in
22/23. The number of assessments resulting in no further action has reduced from 51%
in 22/23 to 32% in the current year (Figure 6). This indicates that the right cases are
being taken forward for assessment, reducing unnecessary assessments and intrusion
into the lives of families.

Figure 6: Timeliness in 45 days
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However, the number of visits completed on time for all types of cases, children in need,
children subject to a child protection plan, have fluctuated across the year and are lower
than the same month last year (Table 6).
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Table 6: Children in Need

September 2023 September 2024

% Child in Need visits on 80 67
time

% Child with over 4 seen 82 72
alone

% Child Protection visits on 91 68
time

% Child with over 4 seen 81 74
alone

% Child in Care visits on 87 91
time

% Child with over 4 seen 94 81
alone

Source: Halton Borough Council

This may reflect the move to a focus on improving the quality of interactions in visits, as
the percentage of audits graded ‘inadequate’ has reduced over the year. However,
timeliness must improve. Senior leaders and the Department of Education appointed
Improvement Advisor are working to address this.

The senior leadership team have worked with the Children’s Services Improvement
Board to strengthen performance management and quality assurance information. This
work is continuing with the support of the Department for Education Improvement Advisor
but senior leaders, members and the Improvement Board now have a much better line of
sight to practice.

‘Aiming High’ meetings are held every month. These meetings bring first line managers
together with senior leaders, performance and quality assurance leads to review data to
identify areas of progress and those areas where further focused work is required. The
findings of audits are also shared with the social work academy to inform training and
development plans and support Children’s Services to become a ‘learning organisation’.
The meetings will also create a culture in which performance monitoring is seen as
related to practice and necessary to improving outcomes for children and young people,
rather than an activity carried out for senior leaders and Ofsted.

Average caseloads in the Child in Need and Children in Care teams have been below 20
for a year and are currently 17 and 18 respectively. Currently the highest caseload in the
Children in Care team is 21, a reduction from 25. The Children in Care teams have seen
a smaller reduction from 28 to 26. Lower caseloads allow social workers and personal
advisors to drive plans for children and young people. When caseloads are above 20,
practice tends to be more reactive and there is an impact on the quality of interactions
and an increased risk of drift and practitioners not completing tasks. Caseloads in Duty
and Assessment Teams tend to be higher in most local authorities, due to the short-term
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nature of the work. In Halton, the average caseload in the Duty and Advice team was 27.
There should be a continued focus on reducing caseloads across all of the teams.

The Isos research found it generally took two years for a local authority Children’s
Services to move from ‘poor to fair’; or in Ofsted terms, from Inadequate to Requires
Improvement. The researchers identified key activities that should take place in each of
these years (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Estimated timescales for each phase of the improvement journey

Two years from the frank recognition and acceptance of Three years to develop a safe, effective core service into a
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Although it is only six months since their inspection, many of the key activities that Isos
identified that should be undertaken in the first year, have already been completed or are
well underway. This was recognised by inspectors in May:

‘The newly appointed permanent director of children’s services (DCS) and leadership
team now have a solid understanding of many service weaknesses. Recent work has
focused on building the scaffolding needed to support steady and sustainable
improvement. Staff and partners are starting to be re-engaged. Governance mechanisms
are being strengthened and are supported by improved performance monitoring. Plans
and strategies to tackle the deficits are either in their infancy or have yet to be actioned.
While there are some early signs of progress, it is too soon to see the impact for children
and young people’.

Children’s Services are still in the early phase of their improvement journey and there is
still a lot to be done. Children’s Services now has a stable, permanent leadership team
who will need to work with staff to build up momentum. The appointment of permanent
heads of service should free up the Executive Director to take on a more strategic role in
supporting partnership working where, as will be seen later in this report, there is a lot to
do.

35


https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ce55a5ad4c5c500016855ee/t/5d10efe40ddb310001dd8a7b/1561391090908/160621_LGA+children%27s+services+improvement+action+research_final+report.pdfhttps:/static1.squarespace.com/static/5ce55a5ad4c5c500016855ee/t/5d10efe40ddb310001dd8a7b/1561391090908/160621_LGA+children%27s+services+improvement+action+research_final+report.pdf

Political context and response to the Ofsted inspection

In my separate discussions with the Leader, Executive Member and Chair of the Children
Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board, they all evidenced clear
ambition for children and young people in Halton. There was an acceptance that services
and outcomes had not been good enough and importantly an acknowledgement,
individually and collectively, that more should have been done earlier to address
concerns identified by Ofsted and force the pace of improvement.

e Recommendation 12: Within the next six months, Halton Borough Council should
set out its ambition for children and young people in a way that raises the profile
and importance of children and young people. Consideration should be given to
using an approach similar to becoming a ‘Child Friendly Authority’ to create a
recognised ‘brand’ for all activity focused on children and young people and to
support the engagement of partners, business and communities.

Despite the financial pressures facing the local authority, the Council has recently agreed
an additional £4.2 million of investment in Children’s Services to implement a range of
initiatives that will change patterns, improve outcomes for children and young people and
reduce expenditure. The local authority understands that it will take time for the
improvements from these investments to realise significant cost benefits.

However, although in principle agreement was given in May/June, due to council
processes, final agreement for all the spending was not signed off until September.
Waiting for so long to introduce some of the planned changes, such as the appointment
of the Project Lead for Improvement, would have created problems for the Service and
delayed improvement. To avoid this, the Chief Executive used his delegated authority to
authorise the necessary funding. Whilst complex processes are a feature of many
councils, given the financial and other pressures on Halton it is important that the Council
is agile and can move quickly to implement changes, particularly those that have the
potential to save money.

¢ Recommendation 13: In the next three months, the Council should review its
internal processes, particularly in relation to finance and HR to ensure that they do
not cause significant or unnecessary delay to improvement and efficiencies.

The Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board receives a wide
range of information and reports appropriate to its function. At the meeting | attended,
members of the Board had clearly read the papers and several came with notes of issues
they wanted to raise or information they wanted to clarify. Children’s Services is a
complex area of work. It requires a level of knowledge that is perhaps higher than any
other area of the Council. It is important therefore that members on the Children Young
People and Families Policy and Performance Board have access to training and
development opportunities. Whilst the Board has the facility to co-opt members to
support its work, it has had no external members for a number of years. Access to
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external expertise enables boards to deliver effective support and challenge to the
Service.

The Board has not undertaken a Board inquiry in the past two years. This may reflect the
instability in senior leadership within Children’s Services. However, it is a missed
opportunity. Board inquiries provide an opportunity for the Board to look in depth at key
issues in a way that provides both support and challenge to leaders in Children’s
Services, other directors and partners.

e Recommendation 14: The local authority should consult with the Local
Government Association regarding the training that should be provided to
members of the Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance
Board. Training should be provided to Board members annually to support them in
their role.

¢ Recommendation 15: The Children Young People and Families Policy and
Performance Board should ensure that the Board has access to expert advice
through the use of co-opted members.

¢ Recommendation 16: The Children Young People and Families Policy and
Performance Board should undertake at least two Board inquiries a year. The
findings of these enquiries, along with the DCS response, should be presented to
the Executive Board and copied to the Halton Improvement Board for Services to
Children.

All members in a local authority have responsibilities for children and young people in
their area. They have particular responsibilities for children and young people in the local
authority’s care. It is important that elected members have the information, training and
support they need to fulfil their role as corporate parents.

Halton recently invited the National Advisor for Corporate Parenting to review the
authority’s corporate parenting arrangements. He informed me that he had found that
members and partners were engaged and ambitious for young people who were in care
and for care leavers. They recognised that the current corporate parenting arrangements
were not delivering good enough outcomes for care leavers and seemed committed to
change and improve. The National Advisor made a number of recommendations to
support improvement.

With the support of the Chief Executive and the Leader, the Executive Member, Chair of

the Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board and the Director
of Children’s Services have initiated a number of actions to strengthen member oversight
of Children’s Services and to support members to act as effective corporate parents:

e The authority is developing a member guide for corporate parenting. This will be
supported by training for all members.
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The Director of Children’s Services and Chair of the Children Young People and
Families Policy and Performance Board have discussed a number of areas for
scrutiny inquiries over the next twelve months.

The local authority is in discussion with the LGA regarding expert support for the
Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board. It is essential
during the period that Children’s Services are Inadequate that the Board has
access to expert advice.

The National Advisor for Care Leavers has visited Halton to review their Corporate
Parenting arrangements and will be making recommendations on how these could
be strengthened.

Recommendation 17: In the next six months, the Council should develop a single
Corporate Parenting action plan with clear actions to be delivered. This plan
should at least bring together existing actions as well as the recommendations
from the National Advisor for Care Leavers. The plan and progress against the
plan should be reported to the Executive Board and CMT and the Halton
Improvement Board for Services to Children.
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Corporate context and response to the Ofsted
inspection

It is the responsibility of the local authority to ensure that children and young people are
safe, that their welfare is promoted and that they are supported to reach their potential.
The Council does this by ensuring that children are viewed as a priority across all
departments and working together with all their partners to deliver high quality services
and outcomes for children and young people.

There has been a lack of any strategic vision for the children and young people in Halton
for some considerable time. The absence of a wider, visible Council wide strategy limited
the contribution of other Departments of the Council and partners could make to
delivering better outcomes for children and young people in the Borough. Responsibility
for ensuring that the welfare of children and young people was safeguarded and
protected was left to the Children’s Services leadership team.

On his appointment in 2022, the new Chief Executive was concerned about the issues
and pace of progress within Children’s Services and appears to have provided
appropriate support and challenge. The Chief Executive has prioritised Children’s
Services. In 2024, informed by four-month consultation with residents, businesses and
other stakeholders, the Council launched its new Corporate Strategy.?° This identifies six
priorities (Figure 8), the third of which is, ‘Supporting Children, Young People and
Families’ (Figure 9).

20 corporateplan.pdf
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Figure 8: Halton Plan on a Page
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Figure 9: Priority Three — Supporting Children, Young People and Families
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The Chief Executive has worked with the current Director of Children’s Services to
identify the funding necessary to support improvement and used his authorisation to
enable these to be progressed immediately.

The Corporate Senior Leadership Team are supportive of the Director of Children’s
Services. Children’s Services have been a focus in Corporate Senior Leadership Team
meetings. As a result, other Directorates are more engaged in providing support. This
includes dedicated support from HR, Finance and IT to ensure that the right support is
provided by these services in the right way and in a timely manner.

¢ Recommendation 18: Now that the Corporate Senior Leadership Team are
aware of the range of challenges facing Children’s Services, they should work with
the Director of Children’s Services to produce a plan that sets out how each
Directorate will support Children’s Services to improve. Plans should at least
include actions to: safely and appropriately reduce the number of children entering
care; reduce the impact of poverty on children; ensure that children and young
people are accessing their entittement to education; the recruitment and retention
of foster carers; the recruitment and retention of social workers; increase the
number of care leavers in education employment and training; increase the
number of care leavers in suitable accommodation.

41



The Partnership Context and response to the Ofsted
inspection

Halton has a complex network of partnership meetings that support children, young
people and families. These include, but are not limited to: Children & Families
Improvement Board, One Halton Starting Well Children’s Board, Early Help Strategic
Partnership Board, Halton Health and Wellbeing Board, Halton SEND Strategic
Improvement Board, Halton SEND Delivery Group, Halton Children’s Safeguarding
Partnership Executive, Halton Safeguarding Children Strategic Partnership, Safer Halton
Community Safety Partnership, Prevent Steering Group, Corporate Parenting Board, and
the Halton Priority Education Investment Area Board. Whilst | have not been able to
attend them all, | have attended several different partnership meetings. | have rarely
encountered such a high level of attendance and engagement as | have seen in Halton. It
is, therefore, surprising and disappointing to find that partnership working in Halton is not
as effective as it should be.

| found that there was a pattern in the different meetings that | attended. They were well
organised with a good level of administrative support. Each had a clear agenda and
reports were circulated in advance. Some had an appropriately qualified and experienced
independent chair. Meetings were well attended with good partner representation and
most participants contributed. However, the focus of the discussion, despite in some
cases the attendance of senior leaders from across the partnership and the efforts of the
chair, lacked depth. Too often issues were raised, discussed and left without a clear
resolution or agreed way forward. Partnership meetings in Halton are not operating at a
strategic level and they are not driving change in the way that they should.

A key reason for this has been the lack of meaningful engagement and influence from
Children’s Services over several years. Many of the partners that | spoke to expressed
frustration about this and described attempts to engage with different leaders in
Children’s Services to little or no effect. They did not feel listened to and could not get
Children’s Services senior leaders to engage with them to address significant issues. As
a result, partnership working in Halton appears to have become focused on process and
activity rather than impact and outcomes.

The Halton Safeguarding Children Partnership (HSCP) is a good example of partnership
working in the authority in recent years. In 2019, when Local Safeguarding Children’s
Boards were abolished, the Halton LSCB was dissolved and the Business Manager was
made redundant. The HSCP, which replaced the Board, had a pared-down structure with
reduced membership of sub-groups across the partnership. As the chairs of sub-groups
would be responsible for driving sub-group delivery plans, a Business Manager would not
be required. | understand that this proposal, which was led by the DCS at the time, was
robustly challenged by some partners but this did not change the outcome.
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A new post as Head of Service for the Safeguarding Conference and Review Service
and the Partnership was established. This was envisaged as a strategic role. However,
on taking up the role in February 2020, the post holder found that her strategic capacity
was limited by the need to cover some of the responsibilities that would have been
undertaken by a Business Manager. This was impacted further when they had to assume
responsibility for the duties of Principal Social Worker and Quality Assurance in
Children’s Services. Partners raised concerns with the then DCS, but the decision was
not reconsidered.

The position of Business Manager was reinstated in late 2022 and recruited to in April
2023. The new Business Manager has worked with the Head of Safeguarding and
Quality Assurance to ensure that the HSCP is ready to implement the requirements of
Working Together 2023. The Terms of Reference for the Safeguarding Executive were
reviewed, and the partnership structure was revised with fewer and more focused sub-
groups (Figure 10).

Figure 10: Halton Safeguarding Children Partnership
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The Safeguarding Executive appointed an experienced Independent Scrutineer to
provide appropriate external support and challenge. On appointment, the Executive had
not agreed on the model of independent scrutiny they wished to adopt, and this limited
the ability of the Independent Scrutineer to focus her work with the partnership. In the
Autumn, she supported the HSCP to undertake a baseline exercise to enable the
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Executive to evaluate its effectiveness going forward. This was a desk-top exercise but
going forward it will involve in person meetings, front-line practitioners and managers.

To improve the way information is shared between the Partnership and all frontline
practitioners, managers and other partnerships, HSCP launched a new Partnership
website in July: (Home - Halton Safequarding Children Partnership).

The HSCP agreed its 2025-27 Business Plan in October. The Plan has three priority
areas:

¢ Improving the quality and timeliness of practice in relation to neglect.
e Safeguarding Children from Violence and Exploitation.
e Protecting Children as victims of domestic abuse.

The Business Plan sets out clearly why each of these priorities was chosen, and these
areas seem appropriate given the demographics of the area. However, some such as
Neglect have been priorities in the past. The partnership has tried to be specific about
what it wants to achieve through the plan, how it will be achieved and what success looks
like. A subgroup delivery plan template has been developed to enable the partnership to
track the work of each against the three key priorities.

e Recommendation 19: The HSCP should work with the Independent Scrutineer to
monitor progress and impact on practice and outcomes of the Business Plan on a
quarterly basis.

¢ Recommendation 20: The Independent Scrutineer should provide a report on the
impact of their work to the Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children at
least twice a year.

The HSCP is beginning to build momentum and some of its work is now focused on
issues of partnership working that have been of concern for some time. For example, the
HSCP commissioned an audit of section 47 investigations (child protection enquiries).
This has highlighted continuing issues with Strategy Discussions. These have been an
issue in Halton for too long. It is the responsibility of the Safeguarding Executive to
ensure that these issues are addressed.

¢ Recommendation 21: The HSCP should produce a clear plan to ensure that:

o Strategy Discussions in Halton take place within the timescales set out in
Working Together 2023.

o Strategy Discussions are attended by the key partners involved with the
child/young person and if, in exceptional circumstances, this is not possible,
the agency provides information to support decision-making.

¢ Recommendation 22: The HSCP should produce a monthly report that sets out
the number of strategy discussions held each month; the number held within the
timescales set out in Working Together 2023 and the number of key partners
(health, education — including early years where relevant — police and children’s
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social care) that attended each meeting. This report should be sent to the three
lead safeguarding partners as designated in Working Together 202321, as well as
the Independent Scrutineer and the Department for Education Improvement
Advisor.
¢ Recommendation 23: The HSCP should undertake quarterly audits of a sample
of section 47 investigations to ensure that they are robust and, in particular, that:
o They result in a robust plan that addresses the child protection concerns
identified.
o Children are seen during the enquiries and, where appropriate to their age,
seen alone and that this is clearly recorded on the child’s record.

Following the Focused Visit in 2021, which identified significant concerns, Halton
established a Children’s Services Improvement Board in 2022. This had an experienced
and knowledgeable independent chair and was well supported by partners. However, the
work of the Improvement Board followed the same patterns as other partnership fora.
Given the issues in Children’s Services, the Improvement Board was very focused on
these areas. The narrow focus made it difficult for partners to engage with all aspects of
the Improvement Plan. This limited its strategic impact. At the Improvement Board on the
20" of September 2024, the Board agreed to broaden its remit to take strategic oversight
of the Halton Children and Young People’s Plan. To reflect the change in approach, the
Board became the Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children. New terms of
reference were agreed at the October Board. The Board is now independently Chaired
by the Department for Education Improvement Advisor.

Governance

A key issue which has impacted the effectiveness of partnership working in Halton has
been the absence of an overall vision and plan for children and young people. This gap
was recognised by the new Executive Director who commissioned an experienced
strategic leader to consult and draft a Children and Young People’s Plan for Halton. The
Plan (Figure 11), which has been designed by young people from the local college, has
been signed off by senior partners and will be formally launched at the end of November.

21 Chief Executives of Local Authorities “Chief Executives of the ICBs, and Chief Officers of police forces
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Figure 11: Children and Young People’s Plan on a Page for Halton
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The Executive Director has shared the draft plan with key partnership groups, elected
members and the Council Senior Leadership Team. It has been welcomed by all these
groups. There is a clear thread in the Children and Young People’s Plan to the wider
local authority Corporate Strategy supporting wider corporate engagement and
ownership of the plan.

All partners felt that the current governance arrangements for partnerships in Halton were
not working. There was no single place that brought together the work taking place
across the various partnership meetings in the authority. As a result, there was limited
strategic oversight, support and challenge, reducing opportunities to avoid duplication,
and identify synergies and opportunities for joint working.
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The Halton Children and Young People’s Plan provides the much-needed overall
strategic framework, under which the work of other partnerships can take place. In most
authorities the Children and Young People’s Plan is overseen by a Children and Young
People’s Partnership. In Halton, there is an Improvement Board already in place. This is
attended by all the key partners that would be needed on the Children and Young
People’s Partnership. Partners reported that they felt that the current focus of the
Improvement Board limited their contribution and so welcomed the opportunity to widen
the remit of the Improvement Board to oversee the delivery of the Children and Young
People’s Plan. The terms of reference of the Halton Improvement Board for Services to
Children give it permission to provide support and challenge to the work of other
partnership groups to ensure that their activity is meaningful and improving outcomes for
children and young people. The strategic focus of the Board will help to identify gaps and
opportunities for joint working.

e Recommendation 24: To support the Halton Improvement Board for Services to
Children to take a more strategic focus, within the next nine months, the Board
should hold three ‘Turning the Curve’? events on:

o Safely and appropriately reducing the need for children to enter care
o Reducing the impact of poverty on children and young people
o Improving school attendance

22 Turning the Curve The Results-Based Accountability Guide
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Concluding analysis

In this section, | have used the seven enablers of improvement in Children’s Services
identified by Isos as a framework to assess the Council’'s capacity and capability to
improve itself, in a reasonable timeframe, and recommend whether or not this evidence
is sufficiently strong to suggest that long-term sustainable improvement to children's
social care can be achieved should operational service control continue to remain with
the Council.

Leadership and governance

Ofsted inspections of Children’s Services in Halton over several years present a
cumulative picture of a Children’s Services that was drifting, and in which practice,
services and outcomes for children were deteriorating.

This was recognised by the new Chief Executive on his appointment in 2022. Following
the departure of the previous Director of Children’s Services in early 2023, there was a
nine-month period of instability in leadership until the current Director took up post in
October 2023. This was followed in December by the appointment of the Operational
Director of Children’s Social Care. Together the DCS and Operational Director have gone
about a systematic programme of improvement which is beginning to put the foundations
in place that are necessary for sustained improvement.

Children’s Social Care in Halton has a permanent senior leadership team in place for the
first time in years. This will enable the DCS to operate at a more strategic level.

Although both the DCS and Operational Director are inexperienced at their current level,
they are knowledgeable and experienced and have access to mentors. They have also
made good use of external expertise to inform their decision making and support
improvement. They are open to advice and have developed a positive relationship with
the Improvement Advisor appointed by the Department for Education.

The Chief Executive has been heavily involved with Children’s Services over the past two
years. He has a good understanding of the challenges facing the Service and what is
required to improve. Children’s Services are one of the six priorities in the Corporate
Strategy. The Council’s Senior Leadership Team is supportive of the DCS and are
engaging with the Service. The Chief Executive has worked with politicians to identify
funding for improvement activity.

There is a stability in political leadership and politicians are visible and there is strong
support for the work of the service.

Governance in Halton has been an area of concern. Both the Executive Member and the
chair of Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board are
experienced members with a sound understanding of issues relating to Children’s
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Services. However, they do not have access to external expertise that would improve the
effectiveness of the support and challenge that they provide to Children’s Services. This
has been recently strengthened through the Halton Improvement Board for Services to
Children and the Improvement Advisor.

Performance management and quality assurance information has been improved giving
elected members and the Chief Executive a clear line of sight to practice. The authority
has established a Council Safeguarding Executive Group. This will be attended by the
Chief Executive, Leader of the Council, Lead Member for Children’s Services, DCS and
Operational Director of Children’s Social Care. Meetings will take place monthly,
commencing from the 2nd of December.

Strategic approach

A key issue which has impacted the effectiveness of partnership working in Halton has
been the absence of an overall vision and plan for children and young people. This gap
was recognised by the new Executive Director. She commissioned the development of
the Halton Children and Young People’s Plan. The plan has been developed with input
from partners and children and young people. It provides a clear strategic vision and an
agreed set of child focused outcomes.

The Halton Children and Young People’s Plan provides the much-needed overall
strategic framework for partnership working in Halton. Delivery of the plan will be led
through Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children. The Board will provide
support and challenge to the work of other partnership groups to ensure that their activity
is meaningful and improving outcomes for children and young people. The strategic focus
of the Board will help to identify gaps and opportunities for joint working.

Engaging and supporting the workforce

Insufficient attention has been given to the Children’s Social Care workforce in Halton for
several years. This has resulted in high rates of turnover and agency staff. The current
leadership team in Children’s Services recognise the importance of workforce stability in
delivering and sustaining improvement. They have engaged with staff to develop a vision
for the services and placed children and young people at the centre of practice. Staff
report that they are visible and approachable.

The wider Children’s Services’ senior leadership team present as cohesive with shared
values, principles and approach to practice. This stability and consistency has been
welcomed by staff and is essential to achieve cultural change across Children’s Services.

With the support of colleagues from HR, the Children’s Leadership team have worked
with staff to review job titles, responsibilities and salaries to support practice and aid
recruitment.
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The local authority has established a Social Work Academy to strengthen the support
available to newly qualified social workers in the authority and the professional
development of more experienced practitioners.

Halton does not have an embedded practice model. This must be a priority for the
authority and their improvement partner in the next twelve months.

Engaging partners

There has been a lack of meaningful engagement and influence from Children’s Services
over several years. This has been a source of frustration for many of the local authority’s
partners. They did not feel listened to and could not get Children’s Services senior
leaders to meaningfully engage with them to address significant issues. As a result,
partnership meetings in Halton are not operating at a strategic level and they are not
driving change in the way that they should.

However, | have rarely encountered such a high level of attendance and engagement as
| have seen in Halton. Partners are committed to working together and there is no sense
that partners have attempted to absolve themselves of responsibilities for the failures of
services for children.

The Halton Safeguarding Children’s Partnership is building momentum following the
appointment of a Business Manager. The launch of the Halton Children and Young
People’s Plan and wider remit of the Halton Improvement Board to Services for Children
provides an opportunity to reinvigorate partnerships and partnership working in Halton.

Building the support apparatus

Over the past year, Halton has worked to raise the profile of children and young people.
The Corporate Strategy has children as one of its six priorities. The new Halton Children
and Young People’s Plan was developed and designed with input from children and
young people. Together, these documents set out a clear vision and ambition for children
and young people in Halton.

Children’s Services have introduced monthly ‘Aiming High’ meetings. These bring
together first line managers and senior leaders to review performance and quality
assurance information. This is developing a culture which recognises that this analysis is
important to improving outcomes for children and young people.

Halton has actively sought out best practice authorities and engaged them to help inform
and support their improvement activity. They have worked with their improvement partner
to develop an improvement programme to strengthen services and practice.
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Fostering innovation

The local authority has a well-developed Early Help and Intervention Service that
provides a wide range of evidence-based services, which have been highlighted
positively across several Ofsted Inspections. They include well established Family Hubs
that are benefitting from funding through the Family Hubs and Start for Life programme.
There is much that can be learnt from these services and the children’s social work
teams should be encouraged and supported to work more closely with the Family Hubs.

With support from the Department for Education, the local authority has established a
Social Work Academy. The Academy will play a critical role in ensuring that practitioners
in Halton can access research and use it to inform their practice.

In recent years, children’s social care in Halton have not benefited from a strategic
approach. To change current patterns and improve outcomes, the Children’s Services
leadership team have looked at research evidence and best practice from other
authorities to develop a business plan to support improvement.

Judicious use of resources

In recent years, children’s social care in Halton have been affected by rising demand. It
has also been impacted by reductions in strategic services such as the closure of the
only local children’s home, the fragmentation of the commissioning service and
disbanding the Edge of Care Service.

To change current patterns and improve outcomes, the Children’s Services leadership
team have looked at research evidence and best practice from other authorities to
develop a business plan to support improvement. It includes reinstating an Edge of Care
Team and establishing Discharge from Care, Family Time and Next Steps Services. This
is supported by funding of £4.2 million annually.

The local authority is working closely with its improvement partners to strengthen
practice.
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Recommendation to the Secretary of State

It is my recommendation to the Secretary of State for Education that:

e Operational control of Halton Children’s Services remains with the local authority.

¢ An Improvement Advisor should remain in place until the next full inspection by
Ofsted

e |If alack of progress or serious concerns are identified by the Improvement Advisor
or Ofsted, a Children’s Commissioner should be appointed strengthen the
oversight, support and challenge provided to the authority.
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Recommendations to the local authority

Recommendation 1: Within the next six months, Halton Borough Council should review
their governance arrangements for Policy and Performance Boards to ensure that they
are consistent with statutory guidance issued by the Department for Levelling Up,
Housing and Communities.

Recommendation 2: The Executive Director of Children’s Services should routinely
attend the Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board.

Recommendation 3: The Council should work with local partners to consider the impact
and learning of the Priority Area programme and develop sustainable plans beyond the
end of the programme.

Recommendation 4: The Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children should
receive bimonthly reports from the SEND Improvement Board and on the DBV
programme to strengthen support and challenge.

Recommendation 5: The authority should work with the DfE Improvement Advisor and
their Improvement Partner to identify an appropriate practice model to then be
implemented across Children’s Services in the next 12 months. It should then be an
ongoing priority to consistently embed this model across children’s services.

Recommendation 6: The Council should ensure that processes enable social care posts
to be advertised without delay and safe recruitment processes enable prompt
commencement.

Recommendation 7: The Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children should
receive a quarterly report on the work and impact of the Social Work Academy and
recruitment and retention strategy on practice, recruitment and retention.

Recommendation 8: The Council should reduce its use of agency social workers to at
least the national average within two years of the publication of this report.

Recommendation 9: The Executive Director must play a leadership role in driving the
strategic agenda for Children’s Services and the wider partnership. She should agree a
set of clear strategic objectives with staff and partners, with clear actions and ambitious
timescales for their delivery.

Recommendation 10: Senior Leaders in Children’s Services should hold monthly or bi-
monthly whole service management meetings that brings together managers from social
care and early help and prevention services.

Recommendation 11: Working with the Department for Education Improvement Advisor,
within the next six months, Senior Leaders in Children’s Services should review whether
they should implement a locality practice model linked to the Family Hubs in order to
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bring teams closer to local communities and support more integrated working across
teams.

Recommendation 12: Within the next six months Halton Borough Council should set out
its ambition for children and young people in a way that raises the profile and importance
of children and young people. Consideration should be given to using an approach
similar to becoming a ‘Child Friendly Authority’ to create a recognised ‘brand’ for all
activity focused on children and young people and to support the engagement of
partners, business and communities.

Recommendation 13: In the next three months, the Council should review its internal
processes, particularly in relation to finance and HR to ensure that they do not cause
significant or unnecessary delay to improvement and efficiencies.

Recommendation 14: The local authority should consult with the Local Government
Association regarding the training that should be provided to members of the Children
Young People and Families Policy and Performance Board. Training should be provided
to Board members annually to support them in their role.

Recommendation 15: The Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance
Board should ensure that the Board has access to expert advice through the use of co-
opted members.

Recommendation 16: The Children Young People and Families Policy and Performance
Board should undertake at least two Board inquiries a year. The findings of these
enquiries, along with the DCS response, should be presented to the Executive Board and
copied to the Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children.

Recommendation 17: In the next six months, the Council should develop a single
Corporate Parenting action plan with clear actions to be delivered. This plan should at
least bring together existing actions as well as the recommendations from the National
Advisor for Care Leavers. The plan and progress against the plan should be reported to
the Executive Board and CMT and the Halton Improvement Board for Services to
Children.

Recommendation 18: Now that the Corporate Senior Leadership Team are aware of the
range of challenges facing Children’s Services, they should work with the Director of
Children’s Services to produce a plan that sets out how each Directorate will support
Children’s Services to improve. Plans should at least include actions to: safely and
appropriately reducing the number of children entering care; reduce the impact of poverty
on children; ensure that children and young people are accessing their entitlement to
education; the recruitment and retention of foster carers; the recruitment and retention of
social workers; increase the number of care leavers in education employment and
training; increase the number of care leavers in suitable accommodation
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Recommendations to the Halton Safeguarding
Executive

Recommendation 19: The HSCP should work with the Independent Scrutineer to
monitor progress and impact on practice and outcomes of the Business Plan on a
quarterly basis.

Recommendation 20: The Independent Scrutineer should provide a report on the
impact of their work to the Halton Improvement Board for Services to Children at least
twice a year.

Recommendation 21: The HSCP should produce a clear plan to ensure that:

e Strategy Discussions in Halton take place within the timescales set out in Working
Together 2023.

e Strategy Discussions are attended by the key partners involved with the
child/young person and if, in exceptional circumstances, this is not possible, the
agency provides information to support decision-making.

Recommendation 22: The HSCP should produce a monthly report that sets out the
number of strategy discussions held each month; the number held within the timescales
set out in Working Together 2023 and the number of key partners (health, education —
including early years where relevant — police and children’s social care) that attended
each meeting. This report should be sent to the three lead safeguarding partners as
designated in Working Together 2023,% as well as the Independent Scrutineer, and the
Department for Education Improvement Advisor.

Recommendation 23: The HSCP should undertake quarterly audits of a sample of
section 47 investigations to ensure that they are robust and, in particular, that:

e They result in a robust plan that addresses the child protection concerns identified.
e Children are seen during the enquiries, and where appropriate to their age, seen
alone and that this is clearly recorded on the child’s record.

23 \Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023
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Recommendation to the Halton Improvement Board for
Services to Children

Recommendation 24: To support the Halton Improvement Board for Services to
Children to take a more strategic focus, within the next nine months, the Board should
hold three ‘Turning the Curve’?* events on:

e Safely and appropriately reducing the need for children to enter care
e Reducing the impact of poverty on children and young people
e Improving school attendance

24 Turning the Curve The Results-Based Accountability Guide
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