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Overview 
The IFA protocol is intended to be an open and transparent way for local authorities to collaborate when concerns are identified within external fostering provision. 
The protocol supports local authorities to keep children safe by:
Facilitating the timely sharing of information about providers between local authorities where there are events or concerns that may be relevant to their contractual relationship or the wellbeing of children in placement. 
Helping authorities to navigate the quality assurance and service improvement process, whilst safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children in care.
Offering a straightforward and consistent approach to quality concerns in the fostering market. 
This protocol is intended to supplement and not replace local authority due diligence and quality assurance processes. The protocol is set out for North West local authorities but may include engaging placing authorities from outside the region as relevant. 

Threshold for implementing this protocol
This protocol should be used when there are concerns about a Fostering provider that are affecting or have the potential to affect children from multiple authorities. These may include:
Inadequate or Requires Improvement judgement from Ofsted. 
Notification under the NW Information Sharing protocol (ISP) where the issuing authority has deemed the concern significant enough to end placements. 
Criminal investigation
Information that indicates risk of unplanned closure. 
Significant concerns around practice particularly where there is not progress being made by the provider to resolve these. 
Note the decision as to whether to implement the protocol should be assessed in relation to the provider’s response to the concerns and whether appropriate steps have been taken. 
Process to follow
	1. Immediate actions:
	1.1
	Agree who will lead the process, this could be the Local Authority with the most placements or who identified the initial concern. Confirm which other North West authorities have children placed with the provider. 
Notify the provider of the approach and who the main contact is. 

	
	1.2
	If the concern results in immediate action to safeguard children, which may include ending placements, conducting in-person visits to children, or suspending new placements, the information is triangulated through the perspectives of both the social worker and the child.

	
	1.3
	Decide if this is a child/household specific concern or an organisational concern.

	
	1.4
	If the concern has reached the threshold to issue an Information Sharing Protocol confirm who will raise the notification. Share any notification with the provider as per the requirements of the ISP. 

	
	1.5
	Check if the issue is required to be reported to Ofsted and consider whether this may result in registration suspension or other actions from the regulator. Confirm who will notify Ofsted if it has not being done already. 

	
	1.6
	Confirm with Placements North West if the issue should result in contractual actions in relation to the regional purchasing arrangements. Consider interdependencies for these, for example if provider is not being notified under the ISP this may impact on decision making around contractual actions. 

	
	1.7
	Confirm if the issue requires input from other internal services i.e., legal team, finance, procurement, information governance. Agree who will lead on seeking advice or if this is being done at a local authority basis. 

	
	1.8
	Update the provider as appropriate on considerations and potential initial actions being explored. 

	2. Gathering Information
	2.1
	If it is necessary to carry out a visit to the provider. Consider if it is appropriate to do a joint visit with social care colleagues or any other placing authorities. Consider the impact of the issue on the child, their progress and outcomes and whether the issue presents a risk to the child. 

	
	2.2
	Lead authority or single delegated party to request from provider a list of placing local authorities including those from outside the North West. 

	
	2.3
	Depending on the nature of the issue, confirm who will request relevant documentation from the provider. This may include, notifiable events, number of missing episodes, policy, records/logs, training plans, complaints, supervision records, staffing rotas, risk assessments, care plans. Depending on the expertise of the lead other professional opinions may be sought on these materials to avoid misinterpretation. 

	
	2.4
	Confirm who will ask the provider what action they are taking to address the issue if there are multiple actions, request the provider to format these within an action plan so there are clear leads and timescales. 

	
	2.5
	Check most recent Ofsted full and interim inspection reports for any reference to the issue, at what point was the provider aware of the issue and did they respond accordingly. 

	
	2.5
	Consider where within the Fostering Services: National Minimum Standards the IFA needs to focus any action plan. This can be a helpful format for organising actions. 

	
	2.6
	Following information being gathered the provider should be updated with expected next steps and expected timescales for them to receive an update. 

	3. Partnership approach
	3.1
	Where there is more than one placing authority with the provider and the concerns are organisational, convene a meeting of relevant parties; this may include host authority and placing authorities. Use a panel approach invite any other relevant professionals and partners i.e., LADO, safeguarding teams, advocates, independent visitors, IROs, the Police, health, education, any voluntary and community sector partners. Ofsted to be notified if further significant concerns are raised following collaborative meeting.

	
	3.2
	Stakeholder authorities to agree appropriate action plan, who will lead on actions, when the action will be considered closed and the timescale for review. 

	
	3.3
	Set regular review meetings to check progress and on completion of actions, where appropriate inform partners or rescind any issued ISP notification.  

	
	3.4 
	Ensure provider is aware of next steps and when they can expect to receive an update. 

	4. Reflective practice




	4.1
	Consider where within local authorities’ processes, for example due diligence, contract management, reporting to social workers could have identified the issue – is there any learning and reflective practice to prevent or identify the issue earlier in future? 

	
	4.2
	Seek feedback from providers how you as an authority are working with them, can they contact our social workers, are we paying on time, how is reporting happening regarding raising issues and progress of the child. What more can we do to work in partnership and prevent future issues? 

	
	4.3
	Consider how best practice and key learnings will be shared to support continuous improvement. This may include sharing learning with providers. 



Failure to find resolution
On some occasions there may be complications in reaching a resolution, these may include: 
Police investigations ongoing over a long period or police investigations resulting in no further action.
Long term practice concerns where no satisfactory resolution has been reached. 
Recurrent pattern of concerns over a longer period of time. 
Concerns involving company directors that cannot be appropriately addressed via the provider’s internal processes. 
In these circumstances deviation may be required from the protocol and consideration should be given to the impact on the provider. Bespoke resolutions in partnership with other stakeholders may be required. 
Please contact Placements North West for advice on the protocol or to identify other placing authorities if you have identified concerns: placementsnorthwest@stockport.gov.uk.





Appendix A: Reference information: 
Social care common inspection framework (SCCIF): independent fostering agencies
When inspecting independent fostering agencies, Ofsted considers knowledge and understanding gained from previous inspections, and to: 
the Care Standards Act 2000 
the Fostering Services (England) Regulations 20113 
the Care Standards Act (Registration)(England) Regulations 2010 
Fostering services: national minimum standards 
The Children Act 1989 guidance and regulations volume 4: fostering services (referred to as statutory guidance).
The frequency of inspections is set out in regulations. IFAs must have at least one inspection in each three-year inspection cycle. The timing of any inspection will be influenced by an assessment of: 
· any current concerns or enforcement action 
· notifications received 
· returned questionnaires from children, young people and other stakeholders 
· the outcomes of previous inspections 
· other relevant information held by Ofsted. 

Where an IFA is judged inadequate, they will normally be re-inspected within 12 - 18 months. Inspections are conducted with 10 working days’ notice.
Despite the measures in place, there is experience of IFAs where quality is unacceptable and local authorities may implement this protocol to fact find, information share and address concerns. If concerns cannot be resolved, the information gained enables local authorities to have sufficient oversight on providers that require additional due diligence.

Link to Social care common inspection framework (SCCIF)

Report a serious incident in an independent fostering agency
Independent fostering agencies must report the following incidents (sometimes called incident ‘notifications’ or ‘events’) to Ofsted:
· the death of, or a serious illness or serious accident happening to a child placed with foster parents
· if you have reported someone working for a fostering service to the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) and safeguarding referrals
· an infectious disease at the home of a foster parent that a registered medical practitioner considers serious enough to report to their local council or local health protection team
· if you know, or suspect, that a child placed with foster parents has been involved in or is subject to child sexual exploitation
· a serious incident with a child where the police have been called to the foster parent’s home
· any serious complaint about an approved foster parent
· if a child protection enquiry has started or concluded
Link to guidance on reporting a serious incident to Ofsted. 

Fostering Services: National Minimum Standards  
The national standards will help guide quality assurance work. In addition to the values and standards the guidance also links to the underpinning legislation which supports a shared understanding of the required standards. 
Relevant standards may include:
STANDARD 17 – Fitness to provide or manage the administration of a fostering service
STANDARD 18 – Financial viability and changes affecting business continuity 
STANDARD 19 – Suitability to work with children
STANDARD 22 – Handling allegations and suspicions of harm
STANDARD 29 – Notification of Significant Events
Link to Fostering services: national minimum standards
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