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OwnLife Fostering Panel Member Induction Pack
Theme
This induction pack is intended to give recently appointed panel members a chance to explore the legal context within which they are working, to consider their roles and responsibilities, and to share issues, dilemmas and best practice.
The Aims Are:
·        Consider the legislation, guidance and standards that underpin the   work of fostering panel members.
·        Consider the tasks and responsibilities of members of the fostering panel.
· Acknowledge and value the skills and abilities that delegates may bring to a panel. 
· Develop confidence in carrying out the role of effective panel members.

Induction of a Panel Member

Provision of the following documents:

· OwnLife Statement of Purpose 
· Most recent Annual Panel Report

· Latest Ofsted Report

· Most recent Best Practice Monitoring Review (Regulation 35) Report 

· The Quality Assurance feedback forms and how these are used in Panel Meetings.

· Introductions to the Panel Members, including

· Chair of Panel

· Vice Chairs

· Panel Administrator

· Agency Advisor

· Decision Maker

· Independent members 

· OwnLife members

· Roles and Responsibilities of Panel Members

· Agreement between Panel Member and OwnLife
· Self Evaluation Form (for the Annual Appraisal)

· Copy of the Fostering Regulations 2011, esp. Reg. 25

· Leaflet and general understanding of the Independent Reviewing Mechanism (IRM) and its impact upon Fostering

· Copy of the Panel brochure.
· Preparation of a short profile about new Panel Member to be included in the Panel information for Prospective Carers

· The annual review process

· Prospective foster carers report (assessment)
Constitution and Terms of Reference
Introduction
OwnLife is an Independent Fostering Service Provider. 

The Panel complies with The Fostering Services (England) Regulations 2011, (13) and the National Minimum Standards for Fostering Services 2011, (13) and with other legislation and guidance as listed below. Detailed guidance is also available in the BAAF publication Effective Fostering Panels.

The composition of Fostering Panels, terms of reference and functions are set out in The Fostering Services (England) Regulations. 
All Fostering Service Providers are legally required to have a Fostering Panel. The Regulations ensure that Fostering Panels have an independent role separate from the Fostering Service Provider

This constitution and terms of reference will be the framework for the operation of the Fostering Panel. It will be reviewed annually.

Aims and Objectives
The aim of Panel is to ensure the provision of a high quality fostering service that, safeguards and promotes the welfare of children looked after by the local authority, and children in need.

The Fostering Panel will carry out its responsibilities in accordance with –

The Children Act 1989

The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000

The Adoption and Children Act 2002

The Children Act 2004

The Children and Young Person’s Act 2008

The Breaks for Carers of Disabled Children Regulations 2011

The Care Planning, Placement and Case Review (England) Regulations 2010

The Accommodated Children Visiting Arrangements Regulations 2010

The Care Leavers (England) Regulations 2010

The Fostering Services (England) Regulations 2011

The Arrangements for Placement of Children by Voluntary Organisations and Others (England) Regulations 2011

Volume 1 (2008), Volume 2 (2010), Volume 3 (2010), and Volume 4 (2011) of the Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations.

The Family and Friends Care: Statutory Guidance for Local Authorities 2011

The Fostering Services: National Minimum Standards 2011/13
All other relevant Guidance, and Children and Families policy and procedures.

The Fostering Panel is committed to practice which promotes inclusion and diversity, and will carry out it’s duties in accordance with the OwnLife  Diversity policy and will not discriminate on the grounds of gender, race, religion, sexuality, age or disability or for any other reason..

In all matters the Fostering Panel will hold the welfare of children to be paramount.
Role and Responsibilities
The role of the Fostering Panel is to consider the full approval, variation of approval, and termination of approval of anyone either seeking to be approved as, or currently approved as, foster carers, who wish to care for children and young people up to the age of 18 years.

Approval of carers will include specifying the ages, gender and numbers of children who will normally be fostered, and evaluating their future training needs.

The Panel will also consider and make recommendations on first annual reviews of all foster carers if they are still approved as foster carers, and placement disruptions or significant changes to a fostering household. It will consider significant complaints, allegations of abuse or standards of care investigations. It will consider significant variations of approval. Panel will be notified of all resignations. Panel will consider annual reviews at 3 yearly intervals.
In addition to the above the Fostering Panel may be consulted if appropriate on the preparation and review of OwnLife policies and procedures in relation to any aspect of fostering. The Panel will be rigorous in monitoring quality standards and will contribute to the development of good practice.

The Fostering Panel’s role is to provide thorough and critical consideration of all cases presented to it and to make sound and appropriate recommendations to the Agency Decision Maker. The Panel is not permitted to make any conditional or ‘in principle’ recommendations, but may defer making a recommendation.

The Panel will offer consultation and guidance on cases and about fostering generally where appropriate

The Panel will monitor the standards and quality of assessments and reports and give feedback to the appropriate managers via the Agency Adviser.

The Panel will be committed to anti-discriminatory practice and to ensuring that the welfare of the child is paramount.

The Panel will be transparent in the process of how it arrives at its recommendations, which will be fully reflected in the official minutes of the Panel, and Panel will welcome comments and suggestions, which will improve both its practice and operation. Questionnaires are sent to all those who have attended Panel to assist in monitoring user’s views.

Agreement to vary a foster carer’s terms of approval (ie age range, gender or number of places) may be made by the Fostering Service Provider’s Agency Decision Maker, where necessary, in accordance with current Department for Education guidance. A carer review will be carried out and sent to the Agency Decision Maker, and carers will be given the option to go to the IRM.

Membership
The membership must satisfy The Fostering Services (England).          Regulations 2011(13)
Membership of “the central list” for the Fostering Panel is open ended in number, but there will be a core membership and other members who may be included as and when their particular expertise is needed, but must include:
· An Independent Chair or vice chair

· A Qualified Social Worker (GSCC registered) with at least 3 years relevant post-qualifying experience.

· An independent person if the vice chair is chairing the meeting and is   not an independent member

· At least three other members

To be quorate there must be 5 members.

An Agency Adviser and a Panel Administrator will also be in attendance

The Panel will aim to have a balance in terms of gender, race, culture          and religion and should reflect the diversity of the community it            serves.

All Panel members will be appointed for an open-ended  term of office          and will be asked to sign a Panel membership agreement.

All Panel members will have suitable qualifications and/or experience and are expected to comply with the Panel protocol. Each Panel member will have an annual review meeting with the Chair and Agency Adviser. The Chair will be reviewed by the Agency Adviser and the Agency Decision Maker

Panel members should always declare an interest where they have         direct knowledge of a matter being presented. The Chair will decide          whether that interest is such as to debar the Panel member from          discussion or decision making in respect of that item.

Panel members who do not attend Panel as part of their paid employment will receive a fee 

Protocol for Members of Panel
All Panel members are required to sign a Panel Member’s Agreement.

Core Panel members are expected to attend a minimum of 75% of meetings in a year and to arrive on time for all Panel meetings. Members unable to attend a Panel meeting must ensure that apologies are sent in advance to the Agency Adviser. The Agency Adviser will have discussions privately with any Core Panel member where attendance is proving to be a problem.

Panel members will be committed to anti-discriminatory practice and will consider each case on its own merits.

Each Panel member has a duty to maintain the confidentiality of the information to which they have access.  The agreement that Panel members sign includes a section on confidentiality.

Panel members should have read all Panel papers carefully before Panel and should come prepared to contribute to Panel discussions.
Panel members are expected to keep up to date with developments in fostering and to avail themselves of training opportunities. The Agency Adviser will offer advice and support on this.

Panel members will be kept informed about current practice, issues and legislation in relation to fostering by means of updates from the Agency Adviser, consultations etc.

A minimum of 1 annual training event is offered. There is an expectation that Panel members will attend 50% of the training events. Panel members will be consulted on the content and format of the training. There is an expectation that all members of the central list will attend the joint training run with members of the fostering social work staff group, and are able to attend any foster carer training sessions.

All Panel members will have a current enhanced disclosure from the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS), and Panel members must inform OwnLife at once if they are convicted or cautioned for any criminal offence.

Two written references (confirmed by verbal references) will be required for all Panel members.

Each Panel member will have an electronic file held by OwnLife with details of recruitment, references, full name, date of birth, home address, photograph, proof of identify, and where relevant, qualifications and experience. Any complaints and allegations made against the Panel member including details of any investigation and its outcome will be recorded.

All new Panel members will be expected to observe one Panel prior to full membership.

All new Panel members will receive an induction pack and will have an induction programme. The Agency Adviser will offer support regularly, particularly to independent members.

A Panel member may resign at any time by giving one calendar month's notice in writing to the Panel Chair or Agency Adviser. If OwnLife is of the opinion that a member is unfit or unable to hold office, the agency may terminate his or her office by giving him or her one calendar month's notice in writing.
The Agency Adviser, in consultation with the Panel Chair, will informally approach any Panel member whose behaviour is considered inappropriate or ineffective. If the matter cannot be resolved at the informal stage by further individual training and/or advice and guidance, a letter addressing the issue will be sent to the Panel member with a copy to the Agency Decision Maker and Panel Chair. If there are no substantive changes and difficulties persist then consideration will be given to terminating their membership. If this course of action was to be undertaken and the Panel member was dissatisfied then an appeal could be made in writing to the Agency Decision Maker.
Panel Chairperson

The Chair of the Panel will be an independent person with significant experience of social work and fostering work, including at a senior management level, and the necessary skills to ensure that the Panel's work is carried out efficiently and sensitively. The Agency Decision Maker will be responsible for the recruitment of the Panel Chair in liaison with the Agency Advisor. The vice-chair will be drawn from the central list.

The Chair will ensure that Panel meetings are conducted in a professional and proper manner and that all items of business are covered. The Chair will assume responsibility for co-ordination of discussion and time keeping. The Chair will ensure that all applicants, social workers and managers attending Panel will be treated with respect and courtesy.

The responsibilities of the Chairperson include:

· Deciding who will attend Panel in addition to Panel members

· Ensuring that all Panel members contribute fully to the Panel’s recommendation and to ensure that where Panel members have serious or dissenting reservations these are recorded in the minutes of the Panel’s meetings.

· Ensuring that all verbal contributions and all documents presented to Panel are given due consideration, and that Panel records are accurate

· Involvement when a Panel member appears unfit, unwilling or unable to continue

· Involvement in deciding when a matter is urgent and when an additional Panel meeting may need to be convened.

· That there is clarity concerning the reasons for Panel's recommendation and accurate recording of such.

· The promotion of good practice and consistency of approach and fairness by Panel members in assessing carers.
The Chair of the Panel will be responsible for producing an annual report of the Panel's work for OwnLife.

The Agency Decision Maker undertakes an annual performance review of the Chair. The views of Panel members and those attending Panel will be sought and taken into account as part of this process.

Independent Members
There is no limit in law to the number of independent Panel members, however practicality dictates that numbers should be restricted, and they should have personal or professional knowledge and experience of fostering.

 
Medical Advice
Medical advice is available to the Panel from the Agency Medical Adviser. 

Legal Advice
Legal advice is available. 

Agency Advisor
The Agency Adviser to Panel must be a senior member of staff with at least five years post qualifying experience and relevant management experience. The Agency Adviser should not have line management responsibility for the work presented, and plays a key quality assurance and advisory role within the agency.

The Agency Adviser will advise the Chair and Panel as required on matters relating to practice, policy and procedure.

The Agency Adviser is responsible for ensuring comprehensive and appropriate papers are sent to Panel members at least five working days before the Panel meeting, and for reporting back to the agency any concerns or issues raised by Panel members..

The Agency Adviser will assist the Panel Chair in the appointment, termination and review of Panel members. The Agency Adviser is responsible for the induction and training of Panel members and for monitoring the performance of Panel members and Panel administration.

The Agency Adviser is available for consultation and advice on matters relating to the Panel and attends a briefing meeting with the Agency Decision Maker after every Panel meeting. If the Agency Adviser is unavailable, alternative arrangements will be made to ensure that Panel has agency advice.

The Agency Adviser will provide Panel members with specialist advice and access to appropriate training materials as necessary.

Other Advisors
If other specialist advice is required for any other reason the Agency Adviser to Panel will source this appropriately. Advisers are not voting members of the Panel, are therefore not involved in decision making at Panel, and they can therefore assist the Agency Decision Maker in his/her deliberations.

Confidentiality
All information presented to the Fostering Panel is confidential and Panel members must respect this.

All Panel members (and any observers) will be required to sign a confidentiality agreement. For Panel members this is included in the Panel member’s agreement.

All Panel members must be able to indicate what arrangements they have for ensuring that confidential papers sent to them are kept in a secure place.

All documentation and reports should be returned to the Panel administrator at the end of each Panel meeting. If a Panel member is unable to attend a Panel meeting it is their responsibility to ensure that the papers are returned safely to the Panel Agency Adviser or Panel Administrator.

Any breach of confidentiality by a Panel member will be considered as serious and will be taken up by the Agency Adviser.

Conflict of Interest
It is possible for a Panel member to have some knowledge, either in a professional or personal capacity, of a case under consideration.

If a Panel member believes they may have personal knowledge they should not read the papers before seeking advice from the Agency Adviser or Panel Chair.

Professional knowledge should be declared at the Panel meeting.

The Chair will decide whether a declared interest in a case is such as to debar the Panel member from the discussion relating to that case and/or participation in the Panel recommendation.

Declaration of an interest, personal or professional, may not of itself preclude a Panel member from being involved in considering the item. Any declaration of interest will be recorded in the Panel minutes.

Administration of the Panel
An experienced administrator will support the work of the Panel.

Cases will only be placed on a Panel agenda once the Panel Administrator/Agency Adviser has received all the relevant paperwork.

The Panel meetings will be minuted. The minutes will record:

· Date of Panel

· Attendance at Panel

· Apologies for absence from Panel

· Name of applicants/foster carers

· Purpose of presentation to Panel

· Issues raised by Panel members

· Areas discussed with social workers and applicants/foster carers.

· Recommendation reached together with the reasons for the recommendation including detailing the reports read by Panel

· Any advice to the agency from the Panel

· Whether the recommendation was unanimous and if not the reasons and reservations of those not able to support the recommendation

· Any request from Panel for further information, amendments to reports or reporting back to Panel

· Any business for discussion
The Panel Chair and Panel members must agree the accuracy and content of the minutes before they are sent to the Agency Decision Maker.

The Chair will sign all Panel minutes to confirm their accuracy.

The Panel minutes and recommendations relating to the approval or review of approval of foster carers will be placed on the foster carer's file. Foster carers do not have the right to see Panel minutes, however they will receive the list of the positive factors and risk factors identified by Panel with their letter informing them of the Agency Decision.

A central record of all minutes of the Fostering Panel is kept securely. The Panel Administrator will collate relevant statistical data within the agency as required.

The tabling of reports and agenda items is co-ordinated by the Panel Administrator in consultation with the Agency Adviser. Panel members will receive copies of the agenda and all reports/papers at least five working days in advance of the meeting. An agenda is sent to all Panel attendees.

Panel Meetings

The Panel will meet when required.
The Panel will consider cases with the following approximate timings:

· Approval of prospective foster carers: 60 minutes

· Disruption reports: 15 - 30 minutes

· Review/re-approval of foster carers: 45 minutes

· Termination of approval: 90 minutes

· Panel members are expected to read the Panel papers in advance of the Panel meeting and come prepared to contribute to the discussion. All Panel members have an equal role in reaching a recommendation.
Panel members will discuss the issues they wish to explore with the social workers and applicants before inviting them in. The Chair will co-ordinate the discussion and ensure that all areas are covered and that the social workers and applicants have the opportunity to present any other relevant information.

Panel members will endeavor to reach a consensus and the Chair will ensure that all members have the opportunity to express their views. Every Panel member must express a view about whether or not they support the recommendation.

If a consensus cannot be reached then a majority view will prevail with the dissenting members’ views being noted in the minutes. The views of those not able to support the recommendation will be communicated to the Agency Decision Maker. The Chair does not have a casting vote but will summarise the voting for the Agency Decision Maker.

If there is insufficient information available for Panel to reach a recommendation, they will defer the case (see section 16) until the additional information is provided by the relevant social worker.

At the end of each case the Chair will summarise the recommendation made and the reasons for it. The Chair will also advise all attendees of the recommendation and decision making process and when the agency's decision will be made.

Procedures for Deferment of Cases

Guiding principles

The relevant social work managers and social workers in liaison with the Agency Adviser, should try to prevent cases booked for the Fostering Panel being deferred, by carefully scrutinising all reports prior to submission. On occasions the Agency Adviser may have to defer a case being included in papers for circulation to Panel members if insufficient information, evidence or analysis has been provided. This decision will be made in consultation with the relevant social worker and their manager.

Once Panel papers are circulated to members a decision to defer a case before the meeting should be made as early as possible by the Chair and/or Agency Adviser. Deferring a case at a Panel meeting causes much distress to applicants/carers and prevents time being available for other cases. This should be avoided if possible. If any panel member has a serious concern about a case they must discuss this with the chair prior to panel to prevent a deferment.
Consideration at a Panel meeting may reveal a significant gap in information, evidence or analysis that was not clear before an individual contribution is made or a pattern or theme emerges from collective discussion. This could lead to a case being deferred at a Panel meeting. This underlines the value and purpose of the Fostering Panel with its different professional and lay perspectives carrying out a quality assurance role.

Nevertheless, it is hoped that deferment will normally be a rare occurrence. 

Deferment before a Panel meeting

Once papers have been circulated to Panel members, if the Chair considers a report has significant gaps in information, evidence or analysis or is of a poor quality they will contact the Agency Adviser (or Panel Administrator in the Agency Adviser’s absence) to discuss the concerns. The Chair should either:

1.        Ask for the case to be deferred or

2.        If there is sufficient time available, ask the Agency Adviser to ask the supervising social worker, in consultation with their manager, to re-write the report, or write a supplementary report for tabling at the Panel meeting. It is understood that this will not normally be a feasible option because of time constraints.
Normally the decision to defer a case before a Panel meeting will be made by the Chair in consultation with the Agency Adviser, or the Agency Adviser in consultation with the Chair and relevant manager. If a Panel member has concerns about the adequacy of a report prior to a Panel meeting and considers the item should be deferred s/he should contact the Agency Adviser to discuss their concerns. If, after discussion, serious concerns are maintained the Agency Adviser should contact the Chair to  discuss whether the case is deferred prior to the Panel meeting. The Chair will decide whether to accept or reject the recommendation. It is understood that because of members’ time constraints this option would be rarely used.

Once the Chair or Agency Adviser has made a decision to defer a case prior to a Panel meeting the Agency Adviser should contact the supervising social worker and their manager immediately so that the carer’s attendance at Panel can be postponed and explanations and future plans discussed with them.

At the Panel meeting, after minutes and matters arising, the Chair will inform members that the case has been deferred and give the reasons for the deferment. The Chair will clarify any questions or queries members may have and in consultation with the Agency Adviser inform Panel, if known, when the deferred item will be presented to Panel.

After the Panel meeting the Agency Decision Maker should be informed of the deferment by the Agency Adviser.

Deferment at a Panel meeting

If during the Panel’s initial consideration of a case, serious concerns arise about the adequacy of a report in terms of insufficient information, evidence or analysis, the Chair, in consultation with the Agency Adviser, should either:

1. clarify through questions and discussion with members whether they wish to continue to hear the case with additional verbal input from the carers and social workers, or,

2. on the basis of the concerns expressed, make a decision to defer consideration of the case and give the reasons for the decision.

Once the Panel has made a decision to defer considering the case and has clarified their reasons for doing so, the Chair and Agency Adviser will leave the meeting and explain briefly to the applicants/carers and supervising social worker and manager (if present) that the item has been deferred for further information to be obtained, and clarify what further information the Panel will require. It will also be clarified with the supervising social worker and their manager which future Panel the item has been deferred to; normally the deferred item will be considered at the next Panel meeting.

There may be some occasions when, prior to the Panel deciding to defer an item, members may wish to try to clarify certain queries or issues with the supervising social worker and their manager within the Panel meeting. Panel may consider that further clarification could confirm that the case should be deferred or that queries can be answered sufficiently and clarify that the assessment work was carried out satisfactorily but not fully recorded in the report. On such rare occasions, prior to this discussion, the Chair or Agency Adviser will leave the meeting and ask the supervising social worker and manager to join the meeting and leave the applicants/carers in the waiting room explaining to them that a number of points in reports need to be clarified before the Panel decides to invite them in. If the verbal responses the supervising social worker and manager give to the Panel’s queries are sufficient to fully answer the concerns raised the Panel will ask for the assessment report to be amended and the application can be considered fully and not deferred. If the responses clarify that there is still significant assessment work to be carried out, the Panel will confirm the item is deferred until the outstanding work is completed. The Chair and Agency Adviser will leave the meeting and with the supervising social worker and their manager explain to the applicants/carers that the item has been deferred for further information to be obtained.

After the Panel meeting the Agency Decision Maker should be informed.

Procedures for Terminations of Approval
Terminations of approval will only be dealt with when an annual review, scheduled or otherwise, has been completed, and the carer has been involved in discussions leading to the recommendation.

Voluntary resignations will not need to be presented to Panel. These are information items.
Where a termination of approval, against the wishes of the carers is being presented to the Panel, the supervising social worker must supply to Panel full annual review documentation, PLUS a full report including details of complaints, allegations of harm, standards of care and all other investigations and all concerns; a clear account of the process of investigation; an explanation of any mitigating factors; and setting out recommendations as to termination of approval, with clear and complete evidence as to the reasons. The foster carer must be given the opportunity to respond in writing to the report and for their response to be considered by Panel at the same time as the supervising social worker’s report.

Normal Panel process will then be followed for dealing with the reports, as this offers the option of transparency, openness and honesty. However, if the relationship between the carers and the social work staff has become very acrimonious, or it is felt that either party may become so upset as to make it difficult for the Panel to function, the Chair may decide to see them separately in Panel.

Reports for Panel
The Panel will require the following reports:
· For approval of prospective foster carers - foster carers’ Assessment Report and supporting documentation, and all relevant Panel minutes.

· Foster placement disruptions: Summary of disruption meeting, action plan, recommendations and all relevant Panel minutes

· Review of foster carer approval - annual foster carers review reports and minutes of previous Panel

· Review of foster carers with recommendation for termination of approval – see guidance in BAAF’s “Effective Panels”, and guidance above – full review documentation, previous minutes and detailed report and analysis of reasons for recommendation.
· Any other matters – following advice from the Agency Adviser

The Agency Adviser to the Panel will be available to offer advice to social workers on the completion of reports and the standards required by Panel.

Reports to the Fostering Panel in relation to fostering matters upon which the Panel are asked to make recommendations must be prepared by sufficiently experienced and qualified staff ( FS NMS Standard 19) and who have the qualifications, skills and experience necessary for the work they are to perform (The FS (England) Regs 2011, regulation 20). This should include direct experience of fostering work. Where the author of the report does not have the requisite qualifications and experience, he or she should be supervised by a suitably qualified and experienced colleague or manager.

Where those preparing reports are not employed by OwnLife, they should always be suitably qualified and experienced and supervised by a member of staff with the suitable qualifications and experience.

Attendance by Social Work Staff
All social workers must attend with their managers when appropriate and present their cases to Panel as follows:
· Approval of prospective foster carers: supervising social worker and their supervisor.

· Foster carer review of approval: supervising social worker
The Agency Adviser must be notified as soon as possible regarding any problems with staff attending Panel. The Agency Adviser, in liaison with the Panel Chair, will then decide whether it is appropriate for the case to be considered by Panel.

Staff attending Panel will be asked to complete a feedback form regarding their experience of the Panel process.

Attendance of Applicants, Foster arers and Observers

OwnLife Fostering is committed to user involvement and transparent decision-making. Prospective and existing foster carers are always invited and strongly encouraged to attend Panel when their full assessment is being considered. However, there is no obligation for the foster carer to meet with the Panel; if they decline to do so, this in itself will not be considered as a reason for recommending that they are not suitable.
Attendees will be given a Panel leaflet explaining the Panel process and what to expect when they attend. Attendees will also be sent a feedback form so that their views on their experience at Panel can be gained and fed back on a regular basis to Panel members.

All applicants will be given sufficient notice to enable them to attend. The responsibility for this lies with the supervising social worker.

A letter of invitation will be sent to applicants by the Panel Administrator confirming the date and time of the Panel meeting at least one week beforehand.

When applicants attend they will be invited into the Panel meeting with the social work staff after the Panel has decided upon the areas on which it needs further discussion or clarification. The applicants will be introduced to the Panel, and will also have the opportunity to ask any questions they may have of Panel, give any further information they may want Panel to be aware of, or make a statement to Panel.

The applicants may remain in the Panel meeting with the social work staff whilst the Panel asks its questions and will then be asked to briefly leave the meeting whilst Panel reaches its recommendation.  

The Chair will then invite the applicant(s) back into Panel, and inform them of the recommendation. They will also be advised when the decision will be made by the Agency Decision Maker. Applicants will be informed of the strengths in their application and any areas of potential difficulty/risks. In the event of a split decision or rejection, the Panel Chair and Agency Adviser will share the recommendation with them. In the event of a contested or conflictual matter, the Panel may wish to hear the carer’s contribution on their own, and then hear the social workers on their own. The Chair and Agency Adviser will then see the carers and social workers together or separately to inform them of the recommendation. This procedure will be tailored to the specific details of each case.

Approved foster carers will be encouraged to attend the Panel meeting when their first annual foster care review, subsequent review or any other relevant information regarding the care they provide is being considered. Carers are welcome to bring a representative or friend with them if they so wish.

Usually no more than two people at a time will be allowed to observe at Panel. Panel attendees will be informed that observers are often at Panel; if they have any objection to this they must notify the Agency Adviser in advance of the Panel meeting. Observers are required to sign an undertaking regarding confidentiality.
Decision Making Process and Notifications

The Chair will provide immediate feedback to all attendees of the Panel's recommendation. Panel minutes will be shared in draft prior to them being sent in a finalised, agreed version by the Chair to the Agency Decision Maker (ADM). Panel members will have seen the minutes and commented on them prior to the Chair agreeing them.
The social worker will verbally convey the Panel recommendations to applicants (if they did not attend) within two working days. However, applicants must be clear that whilst Panel makes a recommendation the final decision is made by the Agency Decision Maker.
The Agency Decision Maker must take into account the Panel recommendation when making the decision. However, no Panel member can take part in any decision made by either agency.

The Agency Decision Maker will be sent a copy of all the papers presented to Panel. She will be notified of all recommendations made by the Fostering Panel finalised Panel minutes and a verbal briefing session, where required, with the Agency Adviser within five working days of the Panel meeting.
Where the Agency Decision Maker is minded to disagree with a Panel recommendation, before making a final decision he must consult with a senior colleague with the relevant social work qualification and experience, and record the discussion and outcome; a copy of the record must be passed to the Agency Adviser for placing on the foster carer’s record. If the result is a recommendation with which the applicants or carers disagree and contest, then the Independent Review Mechanism process may be invoked on the carers’ application to the IRM. Any variation of approval agreed by Panel and the ADM will have an IRM letter sent to them.
The Agency Adviser will notify the social workers of the agency decision within one working day. Social workers will orally inform foster carers of the agency decision within two working days of the decision being made. The Agency Decision Maker will write to the carers confirming his decision within 5 working days. The Agency Decision Maker will include the reasons for the decision and, where the agency decision is different from the recommendation of the Panel, information about his and the Panel’s recommendations.

Protocols for Additional Meetings

Additional or longer meetings may be required when there is sufficient pressure of business, and the organisation of any additional/longer meetings will be undertaken after consultation with Panel members.

Additional Fostering Panel meetings will be used in order to meet timescales or to deal with overload. Where the next scheduled Panel date would incur unacceptable delays, consideration will be given to amending the agenda of an earlier meeting if possible before an additional Panel is arranged.

The normal Panel procedures will apply to additional Panels. Panel members will receive the papers at least 5 working days in advance of the Panel meeting. Panel members will be contacted by telephone or email to ascertain their availability and the Agency Adviser will liaise with the chair to arrange the meeting.

Monitoring Role/Feedback to Agency

The Agency Adviser will take responsibility for reporting back any concerns or issues raised by Panel members and will meet with the Agency Decision Maker after each Panel meeting. Examples of good practice will similarly be fed back. The Agency Decision Maker will take forward practice issues as necessary within the agency, and ensure that any actions taken by him/her are fed back to the Panel and the Agency.
An annual report on the work of OwnLife will be published each year. This report will include the annual Panel report prepared by the Chair and the updated statement of purpose. The Agency Decision Makers will be invited to Panel for an agenda item on an annual basis. This will enable a dialogue to take place between Panel members and the Agency Decision Makers on general practice and quality assurance issues. The Agency Decision Makers will also be invited to take part in the  annual Panel training day. The Agency Decision Maker will also have quarterly business meetings with the Chair of the Fostering Panel and the Agency Adviser.

The Panel will be consulted on any proposed changes to fostering policy and practice guidance, to enable them to contribute.
Complaints and Representations

Any complaint specifically about the Fostering Panel should be directed to the Agency Adviser or Chair in the first instance to assist resolution. If the matter cannot be resolved at stage one then the usual complaints procedure for OwnLife will be used.

Where a carer is not in agreement with the decision made regarding their suitability as a foster carer, and/or the Fostering Panel’s recommendation, and does not accept the recommendation, the following representation procedure will be followed.
The prospective or existing foster carers may choose to either make a written representation directly to OwnLife or a written application to the Independent Review Mechanism (IRM) – they cannot do both. If a representation is made directly to OwnLife the prospective or existing foster carers must write directly to the Agency Decision Maker (ADM) within 28 working days from the date of the ADM letter. The Agency Decision Maker may at her discretion meet with them to discuss their concerns and must then refer the matter back to the Fostering Panel. The Panel will consider the matter taking into account the prospective or existing carer’s comments and concerns and will make a new recommendation. This recommendation will be communicated to the  Agency Decision Maker who will make the final decision. If the applicant decides instead to make a representation to the IRM, he/she should directly notify the IRM of his/her wish to do so within 28 working days from the date of the qualifying determination (the Agency Decision Maker’s letter to them). OwnLife will forward all relevant information to the IRM within 10 working days of being informed by the IRM of the need to do so. The IRM will review the matter and notify the  Agency Decision Maker of its recommendation and the reasons for it. The  Agency Decision Maker will make the final decision.

Where a practitioner is not in agreement with a recommendation made by the Fostering Panel and wishes to pursue the matter, he/she should do so directly through their line manager and the Agency Adviser (who will inform the Chair of the Panel).
A prospective foster carer cannot make use of the IRM unless a full assessment has been completed and presented to the Fostering Panel.
Annual Report

The Panel Chair will produce an annual report on the work of the Fostering Panel following the end of the financial year.

The report should include:

· number of foster carers approved, ethnicity, family structure, geographical location

· work of the Panel and the service strengths and weaknesses of current provision

· quality of work presented to Panel

· specific issues arising for Panel over the past year

· recommendations regarding the operation of Panel and the provision of fostering services.

The annual report will be presented to Panel.
IRM – Independent Reviewing Mechanism

This is operated by BAAF on behalf of the Department for Education.  Originally set up to look at adoption, since April 1st 2009 this service has been expanded to include consideration of fostering cases. An independent review of the qualifying determination is now also an option where a fostering service provider proposes not to approve prospective foster carers or to withdraw or change the terms of an existing foster carer’s approval. 

The IRM review panels are not courts or tribunals

They review the qualifying determinations made by a fostering service provider and make a new recommendation having considered all the relevant information afresh. Their recommendation must be taken into account by the fostering service provider when making their final decision.

Options

If you are a prospective or an existing foster carer who has recently received a qualifying determination which you don’t agree with, you have two options:

· you can either apply to the IRM for a review of fostering service  

· provider’s qualifying determination or, 

· you can appeal to your fostering service provider.

However, you cannot do both.

What the IRM can do for you

The IRM is a review process conducted by a Review Panel which is independent of fostering service providers.

If you choose to use the IRM the review panel will, where appropriate:

· review your suitability as a prospective foster carer(s) to foster a child, 

· review any proposed changes to your terms of approval, 

· make a fresh recommendation to your agency on your suitability to foster a child and the terms of your approval, including approval for a 
specific child. 

Things the IRM doesn’t do

· It does not make a decision about your case  - this is done by your fostering service provider. The reason this is because the IRM is not a higher appeals authority. 

· It does not consider the suitability of the care plan for a child e.g. whether they should be long-term fostered. 

· It does not handle complaints against the fostering service provider. Complaints should be dealt with through the fostering service  provider's complaints procedure.

How the Review Panel works

The Review Panel considers the following information to make its recommendation:

· All information presented to the original fostering panel, 

· Any relevant information received by the fostering service provider where the papers were sent to the fostering panel; and 

· Your reasons for requesting a review. 

If the Review Panel needs further information, this will be requested from your fostering service provider before the panel meeting, unless it would be more appropriate to ask you directly.

You will be invited to attend the meeting and a separate waiting room will be made available to you and the representatives from your fostering service provider. The Review Panel will meet with yourself and the representatives from your provider to ask for clarification of information contained in the reports. They may need to meet separately with your fostering provider during the meeting to clarify any third party confidential information that you are not entitled to see. The panel will also obtain legal advice and medical advice, should it wish to do so.

Results and outcomes

The Review Panel makes its recommendation and will provide you with a copy of both its recommendation and reasons and a set of minutes, although this will not contain a record of any third party confidential information that was discussed. A copy of the panel’s recommendation and reasons and a full set of minutes will be sent to your fostering service provider to assist them in their decision making. 

If the IRM is reviewing proposed changes to your terms of approval, they may recommend terms that they consider appropriate. However, if the panel considers that you are not suitable to foster, they have the power to recommend that you are not suitable to act as a foster parent. As in all cases, it is for your fostering service provider to make the final decision about your approval, regardless of the outcome from the IRM.
The foster service provider must take the review panel’s recommendation into account as well as the recommendation of the fostering panel when making its final decision on your suitability to foster a child.

Glossary

A "qualifying determination" is a determination made by a fostering service provider that it considers a prospective or existing foster carer is not suitable to foster a child, and does not propose to approve him/her as suitable to foster a child. A qualifying determination will be issued after either an assessment report or a review report has been prepared and considered by the agency decision maker.

The IRM staff welcome enquiries from people considering applying to the IRM who wish to discuss their options or from agency staff wanting to know more about how we operate. 

Contract Manager, Independent Review Mechanism (IRM), Unit 4, Pavilion Business Park, Royds Hall Road, Wortley, LEEDS. LS12 6AJ. Tel No: 0845 450 3956 (charged at local rate) Fax: 0845 450 3957  Email: irm@baaf.org.uk
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FOSTERING PANEL

DECLARATION OF CONFIDENTIALITY FOR PANEL MEMBERS

I hereby declare that I will keep secure all files, papers and information pertaining to the Fostering Panel, and that I will not pass on or discuss any information to any other person.

I will not discuss the business of the Panel with any other person other than another panel member, unless it is necessary to share information with a child or young person’s legally appointed representative.

I will not give any information to the press or media unless the agreement of the Panel has been obtained.

Signed……………………………………………………………………

Name (Please print)………………………………………………………

Date……………………………………………………………………….
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Self Evaluation Form 

Panel Member Name:________________

1) What do you think your strengths are as a Panel Member?

2) Is there anything you would like to change or improve in your performance as a Panel Member?

3) Do you have any suggestions as to how this could be done?

4) Are there any factors which prevent you being as effective as you would like to be as a Panel Member?

5) Do you have any suggestions about how these could be addressed?

6) Is there any specific input or training which you would find helpful?

7) Do you have any comments about the general functioning of the panel or about the management of the central list?

8) Do you have any suggestions for how it could be improved?

9) Please comment on the strength and any limitations of the Chair of the Panel

Signature:





Date:
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Annual Appraisal Panel Member

Date:  




Name of Panel Member:

Date of inclusion on the Central List:

Date Panels attended within year:

Appraised by:

Strengths as a Panel Member

(Issues for discussion – Attendance at Panel, Training involvement, Confidentiality issues, Participation in Panel).

Areas for change and / or for development by the panel member

How and by when these will be achieved?

Any changes to be made by the agency


How and by when will these be achieved?

Input and training planned

Panel Chair:

Other (DM, Panel Administrator, Panel Advisor):

Signature of Panel Member:

Date:
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