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The robust oversight and management of children and young people going missing by the county council, elected members, and partners takes the individual approach by the police to a county level where children and young people going missing is an important aspect of everyone’s business. Equal importance is given whether or not the child or young person is the direct responsibility of the council. 
A mature approach by the council, the police and independent providers combined with an innovative approach to sharing information promotes earlier identification of children and young people who are vulnerable to child sexual exploitation. This has resulted in some successful operations being carried out and an impressive reduction in young people going missing. 
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‘Everybody’s priority in Staffordshire is working together is to keep children safe. A high number of children and young people are placed within the Staffordshire area by other local authorities; it is therefore essential that strong professional partnerships are in place to keep children safe who are the direct responsibility of Staffordshire and also those who are placed in the local area by other local authorities. Engagement and partnership is the key to making this a success. Local intelligence and business relations underpin this work. By knowing the localities, the risks, and the homes, the county council is well placed to advise other local authorities and to support both the police and independent providers.’ 
John Gregg, County Manager, Regulated services and corporate parenting, Staffordshire
‘The key to success in the police project has been the good working relationships between the police and individual private care providers. This has delivered a reduction in the number of police incidents and missing persons, and ultimately has improved the safety and welfare of looked after young people. The police and care providers work closely together to understand their individual roles and responsibilities more clearly to promote improved joint working and sharing of information.’
Sergeant Andy Platt, Staffordshire Police
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The police starting point
The individual police perspective originated from concerns about young people placed in independent children’s homes in one particular area of the county. The young people were being held in custody overnight for minor misdemeanours and often these incidents were the first the police knew of a children’s home being established in the area. At this time there could be up to three young people in custody each week and in the majority of cases, this was not in the young person’s best interests. The time spent and cost incurred by police officers in administering these incidents was often disproportionate to the alleged offence and likely outcome. 

Initially, two homes were identified and individual work by the local police sergeant commenced with the managers of these homes, focusing on reducing formal action through increasing understanding of the reasons leading up to the incident, and by taking a different approach to the practice of formal reporting to the police. Police set up regular visits with the children’s homes and a ten-point checklist was introduced for managing offences in children’s homes. The result of this well-focused approach significantly reduced the number of children and young people being arrested and inappropriately staying in custody overnight. 
Extending the approach to missing children
As the knowledge of children’s homes in the area increased, children’s homes’ managers were brought together to establish a consistent approach and to share information. The focus moved onto children and young people going missing and child sexual exploitation (CSE). Quarterly meetings are now held with independent providers and staff from Staffordshire Council Children’s Services. The impact of this approach, supported by open sharing of commercially sensitive information between providers, enables effective tracking of incidents with individual providers. This intelligence-gathering helps to identify possible CSE activity at an early stage and has halved the number of missing incidents. 

Single points of contact 
The success of the joint approach is also attributed to two specific initiatives: single points of contact (SPOCs) and workshops held by the police with independent providers. SPOCs are either police community support officers or police officers, who play a critical role by maintaining regular contact with individual children’s homes. Standard expectations of each SPOC have now been established – including weekly contact with individual providers, an active exchange of information about who is in placement, and cover arrangements so that the standard and regularity of communication is maintained. Positive relationships with young people are established and information is exchanged, for example, about concerns arising in the local area which may require extra awareness from care staff. SPOCs are allocated to individual children’s homes in the identified area with plans to extend this approach to all children’s homes in Staffordshire. 

Children’s homes now make contact with their SPOC to inform them of new placements being made. The SPOC then checks the police database for any relevant information. In one case, arson risks had not been identified in the placement information but were on the police database. This resulted in contingency planning being put in place by the independent provider. 
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SPOCs also play an essential part in securing evidence once a young person has returned to their care home following a missing episode. Close contact is maintained by the SPOCs with the CSE team to pass on information. The development of individual relationships and a mentoring approach has resulted in SPOCs often knowing where young people are by mobile phone contact and gaining strong evidence from clothing and mobile phones on which to base further action.

Joint training workshops

To date 12 training workshops have been held by the police, and attended by children’s home staff and partners. The workshops use real-life scenarios and encourage good sharing of information through developing a better understanding of each other’s roles and responsibilities. Greater clarity about the definition of ‘missing’ and how to respond to this has been achieved. Young people placed in children’s home are now less likely to be criminalised through their behaviour. This sharing of information has resulted in increased knowledge of actual and potential CSE activity within the area. 

Evaluation by children’s home staff confirms the value and effectiveness of the workshops. Reported benefits include ‘having both sides discuss their issues and work practices and a chance to explain themselves’, ‘understanding that we can all work together effectively’, ‘an opportunity to clarify and explore issues’ and ‘helping new staff to gain information on which to base good practice’. Plans are in place to roll out these workshops to all providers within the council area. 
Additionally, two other police forces have been interested in the Staffordshire approach and attended some of the workshops, resulting in it being implemented in their local areas. 

The partnership approach

In partnership with the police, the county council has robust procedures in place for sharing information, This is particularly well demonstrated through the multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH). 
Effective information-sharing has led to some successful operations to tackle CSE. Nominated staff in the council have full clearance to access the police information system as required. Some innovative work has also been undertaken with the local Soroptimist International organisation to raise awareness among local communities of CSE and missing children.
Monitoring and oversight
The council and partners have a well-established structure for the monitoring and oversight of missing children and young people, and child sexual exploitation. This includes a multi-agency forum for children at risk of sexual abuse (MACaRoSE), and a young runaways partnership group. The MACaRoSE has a wide membership which supports the sharing of information and has the responsibility for overseeing the delivery of the CSE business plan. The quality and reliability of intelligence and information enables analysis to be undertaken on the likelihood of vulnerable young people becoming involved in CSE, and for preventative action to be taken. The young runaways partnership group focuses on children missing education, ensuring that close and effective links are maintained to promote earlier identification of vulnerable children and young people of school age. 

‘Corporate parenting’ is when the local authority takes on the role of a good parent to a child in its care. Elected members on the corporate parenting panel receive regular information about missing children who are their direct responsibility and also children placed within the council area by other local authorities. Where concerns are identified, officers take action with the local authorities and providers. Elected members visit independent children’s homes as well as those owned by the council. These visits are reported to the corporate parenting panel and any issues identified at the visit are taken up with the provider through the contracting arrangements that the council has in place. 
The priority given by the council to seeking to protect children is further demonstrated by a foster carer being trained as a ‘child exploitation and online protection ambassador’. Although it is early days, this has ensured that children are kept safe in placement. The foster carer has trained other foster carers, and activities are planned for Safer Internet Day 2013. The importance and significance of missing episodes on current and potential placements is well embedded within the council’s commissioning processes; monthly returns are requested from all providers outside the county area where children and young people are placed. 

Missing children are identified effectively through a dedicated Public Protection, Missing Persons and CSE Coordinator based within the council’s First Response team. All missing children are referred to the First Response team and, where wider concerns are identified, an initial assessment is undertaken which can lead to a strategy meeting. Where children who are placed in the council area by another local authority go missing, the same process is adopted with the initial assessment being sent to the responsible local authority. In some instances the assessment and sharing of information has led to a change of placement for vulnerable young people. Tracking is also undertaken by a nominated senior manager in children’s social care services; this serves to reconcile the police and children’s social care systems and includes all children missing from within the local area. When other local authorities contact Staffordshire to seek advice on the appropriateness of a placement, the quality of the database and local information-sharing enables high quality information and advice to be offered. 

Management of risk meetings, which use intelligence from the youth offending service as well as police knowledge, have been effective at providing extra protection. For example, two young people received increased support and protection, the police set up extra protection measures to prevent exploitation for one young person, and another young person was moved to another area for their own safety.

Learning from practice

Sponsored by an independent fostering agency and an independent children’s home provider, a recent care provider forum meeting was held with a focus on safeguarding. This included a professional drama presentation to promote awareness among professionals and organisations. Additionally, the police and council are undertaking specific training with providers, including ‘lite bite’ sessions across the county for professionals and elected members. 

Positive feedback

The message from providers is clear about the value of the Staffordshire approach:

· ‘The work between care providers and police is second to none, especially around the introduction of SPOCs to each care home and the workshops. Barriers are been broken down and positive relationships have been formed and we see this as a really good move in the right direction. This work has greatly improved the working relationships between all agencies.’
· ‘The work that police have done in conjunction with the local care homes has been invaluable to us. This has not only helped to reduce the number of times young people have gone missing but also helped to break down barriers regarding the relationship between not only the young people but also the staff team and the police.’
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Approximately 171,000 children and young people under the age of 18 years live within the Staffordshire council area. Services for vulnerable children in Staffordshire have been re-configured through its Families First programme. Referrals of potential children in need are made to a centralised First Response team, co-located with a multi-agency safeguarding hub. Referrals which may need targeted early intervention services can be directed to one of 18 local support teams or 54 children’s centres. Referrals of children who may be at risk and require a child in need assessment are transferred to one of 18 locally based specialist safeguarding units for an initial or core assessment or to undertake section 47 child protection enquiries. Staffordshire Police provides a policing service to the people of Staffordshire and Stoke-on-Trent. The force area includes one of the largest shire counties in England, covering more than 2,600 square kilometres or 1,000 square miles. [image: image6.png]
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Brief description





 





Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





�The regular communication between the police and care providers helps the young people relate to the individual officers assigned to a children’s home. This builds good relationships with those officers and breaks down any animosity towards the police that has built up from previous bad experiences.�


- Independent care provider
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We’d welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�











1
Provider name
Good practice example: Remit 
1

Staffordshire County Council
Good practice example: Children and Families Services


