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Paper for the Board Meeting 6th March 2009

An Independent Safeguarding Advisory Group for Cafcass

1 
AIM AND PURPOSE 

1.1
For the Board to agree in principle that a new Safeguarding Advisory Group for Cafcass, with an independent chairperson, be established by September 2009, and to receive a further report on the detail at the next Board meeting.

2
REASON FOR THE PROPOSAL

2.1  
Since 1 October 2007, section 16A of the Children Act 1989 (as inserted by section 7 of the Children and Adoption Act 2006) has placed on Cafcass the duty of making a risk assessment and providing it to the court in cases where a Cafcass officer has cause to suspect that a child is at risk of harm. This has led to an even stronger focus on safeguarding than we already had in place. Specifically, we now think of our private law service as a safeguarding service, out of which dispute resolution may come - but not at the expense of safeguarding a child or children where that is required.

2.2  
The current review being carried out by Lord Laming, following publicity about the ‘Baby P’ case in Haringey, North London, has led to heightened concerns about safeguarding, which has now become an even greater public interest issue.

2.3  
Our inspectorate, Ofsted, regards safeguarding, along with effective performance management, as the two most important elements of what Cafcass does.  Their methodology for inspecting us is based on this, particularly measurements of service effectiveness and our capacity to improve. This is consistent with their inspection regime for all other service providers across children’s services in England. 

2.4  
Safeguarding is one of the five priorities for further improvement in the next financial year, already considered and endorsed by the Board.  The objective is to ensure that safeguarding is at least rated as ‘satisfactory’, in Cafcass internal audits as well as by Ofsted, in each Cafcass service area by March 2010. This is likely to be set out as a requirement in our remit letter from DCSF for 2009/10.

3
PROPOSAL

3.1   
In order to achieve the highest possible level of assurance about the effectiveness of safeguarding in Cafcass, it is proposed to establish a Safeguarding Advisory Group, with an independent Chairperson.

3.2  
Such a Group would oversee safeguarding arrangements and services in Cafcass, along the lines of the current Audit Committee in relation to finance, risk and audit, and the Board Private Law Group, in relation to private law services.  The difference is in the extra element of independent oversight built in, which is line with current thinking about safeguarding e.g., the chairing of Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards.

3.3   
At this stage, the Board is asked to endorse the principle of such a Group, and then for detailed work to be carried out, with a further report coming to the next Board meeting, including proposals for membership and Terms of Reference.

3.4 
Some detail can be anticipated. Such an Advisory Group would be supported by the Lead Board member (Jennifer Bernard), the Corporate Director with overall responsibility for safeguarding service development (Jane Booth) and our Head of Safeguarding (Elizabeth Hall). It would also have free rein to scrutinise all of our policies, in particular the Safeguarding Framework: our direct work on cases and in Serious Case Reviews: and to report directly to both the Board and Executive on an agreed basis.

4
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

4.1 
Sufficient budget will be set-aside in the Governance budget for the work of this Group, including independent chairing.
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