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Knowsley Safeguarding Children Partnership

Multi-Agency Learning Review – child Ava

Case summary and response. 
Introduction

This report has been prepared in response to the findings and recommendations outlined in a multi-agency learning review that was commissioned following a serious sexual assault that was committed against a thirteen-year-old child.
The purpose of this report is to provide a summary of the key learning identified by the independent author and the actions taken by KSCP to address these issues.

Background
This case concerns a young person known for the purposes of this report, as Ava.

Ava is thirteen years old.  She lives in a children’s home outside the local area. Ava 
was neglected as a baby and has been in the care of the local authority since 
before her first birthday. 
At the start of the period under review; Ava was living in a Children’s Home, which

was her fourteenth placement.  Ava was unsettled and unhappy and professionals 
were concerned about her safety and well-being.  
Following a move to another Children’s Home, she was the victim of a serious
sexual assault, which took place in a park and wooded area near to where Ava was 

living at the time. The children’s home was outside the borough.

Knowsley Safeguarding Children Partnership undertook a rapid review of the 
circumstances readily available to agencies, including organisations working with
children in the area local to Ava’s placement.

The Rapid Review meeting agreed that the criteria was met for a multi-agency independent learning review. Ms Isobel Colquhoun, an independent, experienced author was appointed to undertake the review.

The purpose of the review was to identify learning which could improve multi-agency arrangements to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, particularly for those children looked after at a distance from their home area.  These principles were reflected in the agreed terms of reference.
Learning 
The following areas for learning have been highlighted by the independent author;

· Children’s free time risk assessments in the context of location risk assessments for children’s homes;

· Supporting young people who have been the victims of sexual crimes;

· Reducing the likelihood of foster placement breakdown leading to a child being placed in residential care; 

· Meeting the needs of minority ethnic looked after children; and,

· Mitigating the known hazards for looked after children living out of borough.

The review found that those working directly with Ava had a good understanding of her circumstances, needs and behaviours. Casework demonstrated genuine and consistent concern for her well-being.  
The review noted that there were generally very good relationships between professionals working with her. Care and placement planning decisions were thoughtful and weighed competing potential gains and losses for Ava.  
Agencies committed substantial resources to secure appropriate care for her.  The review identified clear examples of good safeguarding practice.
The review found that there was no direct causative link between Children’s Home care of Ava and the serious sexual assault crime that was committed against her.  
However, it found there were serious lapses in the children’s home’s safeguarding practices which should have protected Ava in the community.  This meant that Ava was put in an extreme position of vulnerability on the night in question. 
Knowsley Safeguarding Partnership (KSCP) will scrutinise the protective measures, including risk assessments, which are required in residential children’s homes, to reduce the risks in the community for other young people in residential care by ensuring they are subject to the appropriate levels of rigor.
KSCP have advised Merseyside Police to undertake a review of their information sharing with local children’s homes with a view to identify any means to improve the process and reduce any potential risks to children.
Over time, Ava has struggled to manage her emotions, to make and sustain relationships, as well as managing some social situations.   Professionals have facilitated continuing access to a consistent therapeutic relationship, now focussing on her life story.  In addition, Ava is involved in direct work in relation to sexual exploitation.

Following the serious sexual assault on her, Ava expressed frustration that no one wanted to talk to her about what had happened.  The review found a variation in professionals interpretation and application of national guidance for safeguarding children who are witnesses or victims of crime.
KSCP will facilitate a series of briefings to raise the  awareness of professionals of the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) published legal guidance for safeguarding children who are witnesses or victims   and multi-agency practice guidance, ‘Provision of Therapy for Child Witnesses Prior to a Criminal Trial’.     
The review noted Ava’s levels of emotional distress and consequent challenging behaviours were key factors in decisions that were made about her care.  They led to the breakdown of placements intended to be permanent and were fundamental to the decision to place her in residential care.   

The review has highlighted the impact that so many placements is likely to have had on the child, leaving her with a sense of ‘not belonging’.   

The review has highlighted the need for agencies and organisations to work together to ensure that children who are looked after can live in permanent homes where they are suitably supported in an environment, which is “stable and predictable.” 
KSCP have commissioned an audit and review of children aged 5 - 10 in permanent placements to establish how effective agencies are in identifying and responding to significant threats to long-term stability.
KSCP have acknowledged that there was limited exploration of Ava’s experience as a child of mixed heritage, particularly living, as she was, in an area where there were few children or adults who “looked like her.”
KSCP have commissioned an audit and review of the assessments and planning process for looked after children of minority or mixed ethnicity, to establish how agencies identify their needs or concerns.
The review has acknowledged challenges faced by agencies in accessing mental health services. This was compounded, in Ava’s case by the fact that she was living outside the borough and assessments treatment plans are not automatically transferred. 
The review noted two areas of good practice in Knowsley, which are operating to support, looked after children who need therapy.  The first of these is the work of the multi-agency children’s complex mental health panel.  The second has been the commissioning of a bespoke CAMHS service for all looked after children.

The review acknowledges accessing mental health services is a national issue, and refers to a report by the Children’s Commissioner concerning the insufficiency of mental health resource exacerbated by high numbers of looked after children from different parts of the country in ‘clusters of homes’ in areas of relative deprivation.     
KSCP will also work to support the outcome of recommendations of the Children’s Commissioner in respect of this matter.

Conclusion
Knowsley Safeguarding Children Board (KSCP) accepts the findings of the review and is committed to learn the lessons, which are identified in the report. 
We have implemented a robust governance structure to implement the recommendations made.

We will ensure that the lessons learned in this review are cascaded to professionals to raise their awareness and improve outcomes for children in Knowsley. 

We will undertake a further multi-agency review in the summer of 2021 to assess the impact of actions taken to address the learning from this review.

We are determined to work together to ensure that any changes made safeguard and protect children in Knowsley.
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