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CUMBRIA CHILDREN LOOKED AFTER 
STRATEGY – 2015-2018

Foreward – Cllr Burns, Chair of Corporate Parenting Panel
I welcome the opportunity to introduce this strategy that sets out our vision for children 
and young people who are looked after by Cumbria County Council.  

Our starting point is that we want the same for a child or young person in care that a loving 
parent would want for their child – for each of us that means wanting the same for a child 
or young person looked after as we would our own children. The voice of the child is our 
first priority, and we will renew ‘The Pledge’ to children and young people who are looked 
after, so that this strategy is truly driven by the views of the children and young people 
themselves.

We are honest about what needs to improve and that we are committed to taking  bold 
steps to work better for the children and young people in our collective care. 

I expect that elected Members and the new proposed Corporate Parenting Board step up 
to the mark and provide the leadership and support that children deserve to achieve their 
aspirations.

We must aim for better long term outcomes for children and young people who become 
looked after and ensure that we prioritise their need for permanency above all else. It is 
with these aims that I am proud of the work we are doing to face the challenge. 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 This multi-agency Strategy sets out the vision for children and young people in 
Cumbria who are looked after and those who leave care. It describes what we will 
do to ensure that all of Cumbria’s children and young people in care have the best 
life chances possible.

1.2 It draws on the things that children and young people have told us make a difference 
to their lives; builds on good practice across a range of partners; and addresses 
issues identified as part of ongoing assessment.

1.3 The long-term aspiration of this strategy is to ensure that every child or young 
person who enters care:

 Achieves permanency and has a secure future;
 Only enters care if they really need to, and remains in care for the minimum 

possible time;
 Benefits from the best opportunities to develop as a person, with a firm 

sense of identity and self-respect;
 Has the best start in life in terms of health and education;
 Has a life that is free from the stigma and inequalities that are often 

associated with having been in care.

1.4 To achieve this in the short term we need to work in partnership to make sure that: 
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 The services provided are centred on the needs and voice of every child and 
young person;

 Every child and young person has the opportunity to shape the services they 
receive;

 From the moment any child or young person enters care they have a good 
plan with SMART1 objectives,  a clear chronology setting out their life history 
that respects their identity, culture and ethnicity, and a clear plan for 
permanency;

 That care leavers are given the best start to their adult life, that there is a 
clear Pathway Plan in place for all care leavers who are still in fostering 
arrangements;

 That the systems and processes involved are seamless and do not become a 
distraction or barrier to the child or young person’s wellbeing and safety.

1.5 We know we need to revisit some of our basic practice in light of the Ofsted’s 2015 
‘Inspection of Services for Children in Need of Help and Protection, Children Looked 
After and Care Leavers’, published in May 2015. In particular we need to concentrate 
on:

 Care Planning: Every Looked after child or young person in care should 
have an up to date plan which has actions and timescales;

 Reviewing: Every child or young person who is looked after should have a 
review of their care plan in timescale;

 Participation: Every Looked after Child or Young Person should have the 
opportunity to participate in their own Care Planning and the Care 
Experience;

 Physical and Emotional Health: Every  child or young person who is 
looked after should have their Physical and Emotional Health promoted;

 Management Oversight: The casework and practice pertaining to Looked 
after Children and Young People should receive sufficient oversight to ensure 
that records are up to date and agreed paperwork is completed;

 Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) Engagement: Every Looked 
after Child or Young Person should have the active involvement of an IRO 
who champions their needs and provides appropriate challenge;

 Permanence, Progression or Rehabilitation: As part of their Plan, 
every looked After Child or Young Person should have a current plan for 
permanence, progression or rehabilitation. 

 Over 16s: When young people reach the age of 18 and are eligible for 
support as care leavers they will be allowed to stay with their foster carers 
until they reach the age of 21 unless the arrangement is not consistent with 
the young person’s welfare. Homeless young people should be made aware 
of their choices.

1.6 Getting this right will lay the foundations for us to achieve our broader ambition and 
aspiration for children and young people who are looked after. 

1.7 Over the next 3 years we aim to demonstrate lasting improvement.

1 SMART – Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timely. 
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1.8 Year 1: Building on the first foundations outlined above we will: 
 Create  a new Corporate Parenting Board, that will lead on implementing the 

strategy and drive improvement;
 Relaunch the Pledge so that young people themselves tell us how they want 

to be treated and what improvements matter most to them over the lifetime 
of the strategy;

 Deliver single partnership plans for children within 20 days of entering care;
 Introduce fast-track access to Child and Adolescent Mental Hhealth Services 

(CAMHS);
 Development a programme of Quality Assurance for permanence plans to 

ensure permanence is considered when a child or young person enters care; 
 Review the Legal and Gateway Panel to improve timeliness of provision;
 Development Edge of Care facilities in Carlisle and Foyer in Barrow;
 The implementation of a review into the Independent Reviewing Officer 

(IRO) service.

Over the year we will focus on consolidating these improvements, so that by the 
time of the Local Government Association Peer Review in December we are clearly 
on the path to sustained improvement.

1.9 Year 2: Building on our firm foundations we will deliver some of the improvements 
that will have been planned in year one that need a longer lead in time. The good 
practice and new ways of doing things introduced in year one will become embedded 
in the second year of the strategy - and the way we do things will be different. There 
will be confidence in this year that all partners and elected members are fully and 
proactively meeting their responsibilities as corporate parents as a matter of course. 
The children and young people that are looked after will be the right children and in 
the right setting.

1.10 Year 3: All improvements will be mainstreamed – with the county known for its 
excellent standards of practice; with children looked after reporting a positive 
experience of their time in care; and there will clear evidence of how all the 
outcomes we want for children and young people are being met.

2.0 Vision 

2.1 Our vision is for every child or young person who is looked after to achieve their 
potential and have the best life chances possible.

2.2 We want every child in our care to be:
 Healthy: Have a healthy start and a healthy life;
 Safe: Be safe from harm and exploitation at home, school and in the 

community;
 Educated: Enjoy school and achieve the best educational start;
 Happy: Make friends and take part in activities;
 Secure: Have a smooth transition to adulthood and gaining employment.
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2.3 This will mean something different for every person and we are committed to 
making sure that children and young people are looked after only when they need to 
be. If they are in our care then we are committed to making sure they are looked 
after in the right setting with the right support. 

2.4 How will we achieve this?

2.5 Our vision will be achieved by focusing on the following priorities:
 Placing children and young people at the heart of everything we do and 

listening to them;
 Providing children and young people with safe and stable homes that 

considers wellbeing, education and future placement;
 Ensuring children and young people benefit from consistency of practice 

across Cumbria;
 Supporting children and young people through strong Corporate Parenting 

and effective partnerships.

3.0 National and Local Context

3.1 Local Authorities and health services in England face a growing pressure to meet 
their statutory responsibilities in relation to children looked after. Since 2009 there 
has been a 12% increase in the numbers of children in care, with more children in 
care than at any time since 1985.

3.2 The national trend has been associated with a number of factors:

 A greater focus on child safety due to a number of serious cases nationally. 
This resulted in an increase in the number of child protection cases leading to 
court cases;

 Older children coming care with increasingly complex need;
 The number of infants with complex medical conditions surviving at birth;
 Changes in guidance and regulations regarding Local Authority responsibilities 

towards homeless young people aged 16-17;
 Emerging legal duty on councils to provide financial support for those who 

want to stay longer with foster carers.

3.3 While there has been a rise nationally, in Cumbria the rate of children and young 
people in care has increased disproportionately. As of May 2015 numbers of 
Children Looked After has risen to 692; the rate per 10,000 is 73.6, which remains 
significantly above the newly revised target rate (55.3), the national rate (60) and the 
rate for statistical neighbours (51.9). 

Graph: the rate of children in care per 10,000 population 2006-14.
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3.4 A number of pressures have been identified in relation to the Cumbrian trend, and 
have been picked up through the annual Sufficiency Audit in relation to Section 22G 
of the Children Act 1989, the Ofsted Report on Children’s Services (2015) and the 
Partnership Summit on Children Looked After in June 2015. 

 Entry into Care: The numbers of children and young people entering care 
reflects the national picture, where neglect and abuse are the main reasons 
why children and young people enter care. The links between child poverty 
and neglect are well established, and those areas with the highest child 
poverty rates have seen the greatest numbers of children entering care. The 
roll out of Edge of Care support across Cumbria will enable us to be able to 
work more effectively with families at an early stage. 

 Clarity on sufficiency and numbers: With the rise in the numbers of 
children and young people in care there have been challenges in matching the 
number of foster carers required to meet the need for placements. This has 
resulted in approximately 200 children and young people being placed out of 
county. This can also impact in terms of the numbers of moves that children 
and young people make, disrupting their lives. Developing a mixed economy 
of provision around fostering and adoption and working with local authorities 
neighbouring Cumbria is proving to be important in addressing this issue.

 Having the right plan: When a child or young person enters care, it is 
critical that they have a single plan that covers all their needs as swiftly as 
possible. In Cumbria there are specific issues relating to timeliness of access 
to health assessments for children and young people placed out of county, as 
well as challenges in relation to the way staff teams currently work across 
different organisations, and evidence of drift in timeliness of care planning.

 Children remaining in care: Critical to the Cumbrian situation has been 
the proportion of children and young people remaining in our care for longer 
than necessary In some cases the focus on safeguarding has led to risk-averse 
decisions that have kept children and young people unnecessarily in care.  

 Pressure on diminishing resources: The reduction in public sector 
budgets places pressure in terms of growing costs of maintaining a service 
with more children in care, against being able to have in place the right 
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numbers of trained staff and support so that children and young people who 
are looked after have the same outcomes as other children.

 
4.0 How we can make a difference: Delivering our priorities

4.1 Priority 1: Placing children at the heart of everything we do and listening 
to them: Listening to the voice of the child or young person is an absolute 
commitment and non-negotiable for us. Treating young people and children with 
respect and dignity; understanding what is important to them and what will work for 
them will be at the heart of everything we do and the support we provide.

4.2 Children and young people in care have told us what they want:

 Respect: to be treated with respect and our views listened to
 Contact: being supposed to have contact with our families and friends;
 Social workers: keeping the same social work with us; don’t change them; 
 Placements: Placing us as near to our home and family as possible

4.3 Sometimes there are reasons why we cannot provide support that meets the wishes 
of each child or young person; but we will listen to what we are being told; and take 
these wishes into account in shaping the support we put in place – and when we 
cannot meet the wishes of a child or young person we will explain why that is the 
case.

4.4 Priority 2: Providing children and young people with safe and stable 
homes that considers wellbeing, education and future placement: We are 
committed to ensuring the right services are made available to children and young 
people who are looked after at the right time and until they no longer require or 
need them. 

4.5 These services will be personalised to meet the individual needs of the child or 
young person, respecting their identity, including their ethnicity and heritage and 
where applicable any health conditions or disabilities. This also means ensuring that 
the emotional wellbeing of the child or young person is addressed and that as a 
priority there is a fast-track to accessing Child and Adolescent Mental Health 
Services.

4.6 This may mean taking a preventative approach – working alongside families and 
children or young people to help prevent them going into care. It might also mean 
taking children and young people into care to ensure they are safe and cared for.

4.8 It also means working hard to help ensure there are clear pathways for each child or 
young person to leave care – either into an adoptive family; becoming subject to 
special guardianship order, independent living; long term foster care (where 
appropriate) or returning home to family. It means that all steps are taken to prevent 
care leavers running the risk of being homeless. 
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4.9 It means providing every child or young person with the best educational start in life, 
so that they have a Personal Educational Plan that maximises the opportunities later 
in life.

4.10 Priority 3: Ensuring children and young people benefit from consistency of 
practice across Cumbria: Permanence at the front door: Looking ahead and 
planning for permanence for each child or young person is something we will focus 
on – making sure we are clear on what permanence looks like for each child or 
young person at the start of any involvement. This is something we will proactively 
do for every child or young person – taking a longer term view on how the journey 
they will make and what is needed to help them thrive – beyond being safe.

4.11 We improve the quality of plans, making sure they have a focus on improved 
outcomes – not just safety – and crucially that they reflect the wishes of the child or 
young person.

4.12 The importance of the Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) role in making sure that 
only good is good enough is also recognised – and we will work with practitioners to 
ensure they respond to challenge and are open to doing things differently.  The IROs 
need to get to know their children and young people, and champion their 
aspirations.

4.13 We will make sure we continue to make assessments and undertake reviews on time 
and to the required standards; and that are systems are as streamlined and efficient 
as possible.

4.14 Management oversight will be appropriate and timely and arrest drift and delay; and 
we will put in place and embed new structures to support effective management of 
staff and caseloads. In recognition of the challenges we face at this time we will invest 
in additional staffing until caseloads are manageable.

4.15 We will continue to build on existing links within the North West for sharing 
practice; and support our workforce to have a range of tools in their toolkit to draw 
on – including a range of professional and voluntary services – so bespoke packages 
of support can be brought together based on the child’s needs and strengths.

4.16 Priority 4: Supporting children and young people through strong 
Corporate Parenting and effective partnerships: As corporate parents and 
professional organisations we have a duty to meet our responsibilities, hold each 
other to account in delivering high quality and effective services, challenge 
underperformance and expect the best for the children and young people in care.

4.17 Elected members and senior officers need to provide strong leadership in ensuring 
expectations are met. 

4.18 Strong management oversight will be provided to make sure that trends are spotted 
early and issues tackled that could lead to drift and delay.

4.19 To achieve this it is important that there is a culture of openness and transparency, 
where the voices of children can be heard.  
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4.20 The need to work together in partnership is fundamental – and that we need a 
joined up, whole system approach to support children and young people who are 
looked after. 

4.21 We will focus on making sure information is shared between partners in a timely 
way to avoid delays in planning and delivery of support; we will make sure that 
organisational barriers do not get in the way of providing a seamless service for 
young people – guarding against the potential for organisational issues to become 
issues for the child. 

4.22 Ensuring health assessments and personal education plans are undertaken as soon as 
required is a priority for us so that we can fast-track access to support services such 
as CAMHS, where necessary.

 
4.23 We will work to ensure there is shared prioritisation between partners, so that 

children and young people receive the support they need quickly. Children and 
young people have also been clear with us that this needs to show sensitivity around 
being stigmatised with the label of being “looked after”. 

4.24 Connectivity at a strategic level is also something we will strengthen – developing 
even stronger relationship, governance arrangements and understanding between 
the Health and Wellbeing Board, Cumbria’s Local Safeguarding Children Board, Safer 
Cumbria, the Children’s Trust and the Corporate Parenting  Board.

5.0 Quality Assurance Arrangements: Critical to delivery will be the 
evidence that the quality of practice is improving for children and young people. This 
will be done through independent audit of casefiles at regular intervals, and early 
work with frontline practitioners to establish what are the barriers and how they can 
be removed. 

5.1 During the first year we will commission: 
  An independent Process, Practice and Pathway Review regarding Looked 

after Children ;
 The Local Government Association to conduct a Peer Review in December.  

5.2 Based on the outcome of these reviews we will take steps to set out future 
independent auditing and review activity.

 
6.0 Governance Arrangements and Links to Other Strategies

6.1 Improving outcomes for children and young people, it will be critical that this 
strategy connects to the strategies, plans and policies in relation to health and well-
being, housing, education, anti-poverty and community safety and the Council Plan.

6.2 Progress against the strategy will be monitored on a monthly basis to the Children’s 
Improvement Board. Accountability for delivery will be made clear for every priority; 
and performance will be scrutinised by the Children’s Improvement Board.
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6.3 The Corporate Parenting Board will play a critical role in being responsible for the 
strategy, providing leadership and working with organisations to ensure that they are 
carrying out their part in meetings the needs of children looked after. 

6.4 The Children in Care Council will enable children and young people to participate in 
the working of the Corporate Parenting Panel. This will include taking issues to the 
Board, representing the views of members of the CiCC and participating in the 
board. 

6.5 The Children and Young People’s Scrutiny Advisory Board will receive regular 
updates from the Corporate Parenting Board and will scrutinise the CPB to ensure 
that they are acting on their leadership function.

7.0 Performance Arrangements

7.1 The Children Looked After Strategy sets out the vision and priorities for children 
looked after. The delivery of the strategy will be through the Children’s 
Improvement Plan, which will be reported on monthly to the Children’s 
Improvement Board. The monthly reports will include the following indicators:

 Number of children and young looked after;
 Percentage of children and young people receiving  a statutory visit on time;
 Percentage of looked after children reviews are up to date;
 Percentage where all reviews in the previous year were held within 

timescales;
 Percentage participation of children and young people in all reviews in the 

previous year.
 Health assessments completed within 28 days
 Personal Education Plans 
 IROs seeing children in between and before reviews. 
 Reports to reviews on time 

8.0 Reviewing the strategy

8.1 The Corporate Parenting Board will carry out a 6 month and then a 12 month 
review. This will include:

 Delivery against the Children’s Improvement Plan and outcomes for each of 
the priorities;

 Case studies and evidence of improvement which includes the voice of the 
child or young person;

 Evidence of improvements in performance against the scorecard.

9.0 Conclusion

9.1 The successful delivery of this strategy will result in Cumbrian children and young 
people who are looked after having the best start in life. It will mean that they are 
livings lives that are healthy and safe, that they are getting the best possible 
education, feel happy and are progressing into employment in adult life. 
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9.2 Above all else we will know we have achieved these goals when children and young 
people themselves tell us that we have got it right.


