
Item No. 03 

SUPPORTIVE PARENTING PARTNERSHIP 

Minutes of the Meeting held on Monday 14 July 2025 at 5.30pm 
in Committee Room 1, City Hall, Sunderland 

Present: 

Members of the Board 

Councillor Michael Butler (Chair) Cabinet Member, Children’s Services, Child 
Poverty and Skills 

Councillor Burnicle St Chad’s Ward 
Councillor Margaret Crosby Sandhill Ward 
Councillor Logan Guy Washington East Ward 
Councillor Joanne Laverick Silksworth Ward 

All Supporting Officers 

Simon Marshall Director of Children’s Services 
Vikki Farrell Together for Children 
Daniel Kenny  Together for Children 
Steven Edgeley Independent Care Board 
Debra Bond Democratic Services 

Apologies for Absence 

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Tye and Williams and also 
Samantha Diston, Community Clinical Manager and Kathryn McCabe, Head of Service – 
Cared for Children and Provider Services. 

Declarations of Interest 

There were no declarations of interest. 



Part I 

Minutes 

1. RESOLVED that the minutes of the meeting held on 20 January 2025 be agreed as
a correct record.

Simon Marshall provided an update on the peer challenge review programme, noting that 
six months ago the Local Government Association (LGA) had been conducting a series of 
peer challenges. Sunderland City Council had successfully secured a place in a free 
initiative, whereby the LGA would spend a week on-site at the Council.  

Members were advised that the LGA was scheduled to be in Sunderland to visit Together 
for Children during week commencing 6 October, during which they would conduct a 
series of interviews and subsequently provide feedback on their findings. Following this, 
an action plan would be developed in the form of a scoping exercise. 

Additionally, a training profile would be created to span the upcoming year, aimed at 
developing a training matrix. This matrix would be made available to members to support 
their understanding of corporate responsibilities. 

The Chair acknowledged the value of the peer challenge and proposed that Gentoo and 
the Police be included in the Supportive Parenting Partnership, noting the positive 
contributions and insights their involvement could offer. In agreement, Simon 
Marshall stated that while formal engagement may take time, soft influence could be 
applied to encourage the Council to identify and secure the most appropriate 
representatives from these organisations. 

Steven Edgeley, representing the Integrated Care Board (ICB), shared that he supported 
seven Corporate Parenting Boards, bringing a broad and varied range of experience to his 
role. He highlighted that health representation from the ICB was currently very strong, and 
emphasised the importance of maintaining this stability.  Steven stated further that 
ensuring the presence of responsible officers at Corporate Parenting Board meetings was 
essential. Their involvement enabled accurate reporting and supported the delivery 
of tangible improvements in outcomes. 

The Chair highlighted the need to review the governance arrangements of the Corporate 
Parenting Board, including aspects such as membership, frequency of meetings, and the 
development of an annual calendar of events. Additionally, the Chair proposed the 
commissioning of a dedicated group to visit residential homes, foster relationships with 
other regional groups and authorities, and strengthen collaborative working across the 
sector. 

Children Independent Reviewing Service Annual Report April 2024-2025 

Vikki Farrell, Independent Reviewing Officers (IRO) Team Manager – Together for 
Children presented the Children Independent Reviewing Service Annual Report April 
2024-2025 report together with a PowerPoint presentation detailing a comprehensive 



overview of how effectively the Children Independent Reviewing Service was supporting 
and safeguarding children in care. 

The report provided assurance that care planning and review processes for looked-after 
children were being delivered in line with statutory requirements and best practice. It 
evaluated the effectiveness of IROs in ensuring care plans reflected individual needs and 
considered the child’s voice. 

A holistic overview of service areas was included, covering Child Protection Conferences, 
the Fostering Reviewing Officer Service, and Regulation 44 visits.  The report also served 
as a quality assurance tool for senior leaders, identifying strengths and areas for 
improvement in corporate parenting. It also outlined service development priorities based 
on learning from the past year. 

The Annual Report firstly covered the profile of Sunderland City and Together for Children.  
It went to describe that the average caseload for Independent Reviewing Officers/ 
Conference chairs based on average full-time equivalent was 85 at end of March 2025, 
which had consistently reduced over the year. Caseloads were a mixture of both Child 
Protection and Children in Care. 

Attention was specifically drawn to the fact that a total of 135 disputes were raised through 
the Dispute Resolution process, with 68 resolved at the lowest challenge level, reflecting 
effective collaboration between Independent Reviewing Officers and Children’s Services. 
Further resolutions included 57 at Stage 1, 9 at Stage 2, and 1 at Stage 3. Vikki advised 
that The Children’s Independent Reviewing Service consistently ensured the child’s voice 
remained central throughout.  Staff aimed to resolve issues early, supported by strong 
oversight, including progress tracking between reviews and pre-review visits to children in 
care.  Additionally, 91 Child Protection dispute resolution processes were initiated, 
following which, emerging trends within teams and individual practice were discussed with 
senior management. 

Thew Partnership was advised further that a total of 44 Cared for dispute resolution 
processes were initiated. Key themes included: - 

• Lack of key information or documents to support decision-making
• Concerns around Social Worker practice
• Failure to notify the IRO/Conference Chair of significant events
• Drift and delay in achieving outcomes
• Social Worker absence at reviews

Of the 135 total disputes, 51 related to drift and delay, and 44 to missing documentation, 
often linked to incomplete Cared for plans. To address this, a new practice standard had 
been introduced requiring IROs to contact the allocated worker seven days prior to the 
review to monitor plan completion and raise any concerns early.  Dispute resolution 
activity varied across the team, with one IRO/Chair raising 32 disputes, while another 
raised none. This variation had been identified for further analysis. 

Regulation 44 visitor comments were also included in the report regarding individual 
homes together with areas for improvement. 

Moving forward there were five key priorities.  These were highlighted as follows: - 



• Feedback from Children, Young People and their Families;
• Focus on the families first government changes;
• Focus on quality of the practice within the service;
• Strengthening Influence Within Social Care; and
• Training and Development

Councillor Crosby acknowledged that the reduction in child protection category numbers 
was encouraging, and also praised the impressive work being carried out in the family 
hubs. 

The Chair asked how the number of disputes raised compared with previous years. In 
response, Vikki explained that in 2023/2024 there were 84 disputes (40 relating to child 
protection and 44 relating to cared-for children). While this represented an increase, it was 
not viewed negatively, as it could indicate that the Service was identifying issues more 
promptly or that staffing challenges may have contributed. 

The Chair referred to the Audit Findings outlined in the report, highlighting the positive 
remarks about the use of modern technology, such as voice notes. He then asked 
whether there were any plans to incorporate AI in the future. In response, Vikki explained 
that AI was already being used through tools like Magic Notes and stated that Copilot was 
also proving useful. Simon Marshall added that whilst AI could support a range of projects, 
it was not the decision-maker from an ethical standpoint. He also emphasised the 
importance of maintaining appropriate language and writing style in building relationships. 
It was suggested that a future meeting could include a presentation on the benefits of 
using AI. 

Consideration having been given, it was: - 

2. RESOVED to note the report

Health of Cared for Children 

The Partnership received a report advising that North East and North Cumbria (NENC) 
Integrated Care Board (ICB), in collaboration with Sunderland City Council/Together for 
Children, was responsible for commissioning health services to meet the unmet needs of 
children in care. 

Steven Edgeley, Integrated Care Board (ICB) spoke to the annual report outlining that 
local data and compliance would be produced by NENC ICB and submitted retrospectively 
to the Supportive Parenting Board, pending approval by the ICB Board. 

The Partnership was advised that improving health outcomes for care-experienced young 
people remained a strategic priority, as reflected in the NENC ICB Joint Forward Plan, 
which identified five key areas: - 

1. Reversing the trend in statutory health care access.
2. Ensuring equitable access to mental and physical health services.
3. Delivering NENC ICB commitments under the Care Leavers Covenant.
4. Establishing integrated care pathways.
5. Supporting care leavers up to age 25.



The overarching goal was to improve health and wellbeing, promote service awareness, 
and support long-term health needs as young people transition into adulthood. 
Challenges included complex commissioning pathways, particularly for out-of-area 
placements, unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC), and children on remand. 

There was also a need to ensure health services were equipped to understand and meet 
the needs of care-experienced young people, supported through appropriate training and 
guidance. 

Unwarranted variation remained in: 
• Timely access to quality health services across the UK.
• Understanding and delivery of statutory health commissioning pathways.

The report cited the following in relation to NHS Commissioning for Children in Care – 
Sunderland: - 

Initial and Review Health Assessments (IHAs/RHAs): NENC ICB commissioned Initial 
Health Assessments (IHAs) and Review Health Assessments (RHAs) from South 
Tyneside and Sunderland NHS Foundation Trust (STSFT) for children in care and those 
with adoption plans. A designated team of paediatricians and medical advisers oversee 
those statutory health assessments and participate in permanence panels. 

Mental Health Services: Child Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and 
Children and Young Person Services were commissioned from Cumbria Northumberland 
Tyne and Wear (CNTW) Foundation Trust. Additional therapeutic support was jointly 
commissioned by Sunderland City Council and Together for Children. Service 
specifications ensured care experienced children were not excluded due to temporary or 
unplanned living arrangements. 

Primary Care: GPs played a key role in identifying health needs and maintaining 
continuity of health records. Timely access to appointments and awareness of care leaver 
status remained areas for improvement. A GP Care Leaver pathway was scheduled for 
rollout in 2025–2026. 

Health Provision for Children Living Outside Sunderland LA Boundary: NENC ICB 
retained commissioning responsibility for children placed in other ICB areas. Robust QA 
and escalation processes were in place to monitor assessment quality and service 
access. 

Statutory Health Assessments Compliance: Work continued to improve timely 
completion of IHAs. Digital sharing of adapted paperwork was being introduced to improve 
process efficiency and designated Doctor vacancies remained under review. 

Care Leavers & Adopted Children: Health summaries were provided prior to transition 
from care. A digital Care Leavers App was under development and adopted children’s 
records had been updated in line with NHSE guidance to ensure continuity and 
confidentiality. 



Children’s Voice: it was reported that Sunderland South Tyneside Foundation Trust 
(SSTFT) collected quarterly feedback from children in care regarding their health services 
and assessments. 

Steven emphasised the importance of ensuring care providers across Sunderland were 
present at meetings, highlighting that their involvement is vital to meaningful progress. He 
stressed that the primary care component of the report, particularly the development of a 
pathway for children, must be addressed as part of a broader neighbourhood model. 
Furthermore, he called for the Supportive Parenting Partnership to clearly articulate its 
commissioning intentions and investment priorities, with a view to navigating the 
complexities of the NHS more effectively. 

Moving on, attention was drawn to the key indicators and priorities contained within the 
report, which were summarised as follows: - 

Priority 1: Improving access to a local dentist for children in Sunderland by promoting the 
Dental Access Scheme. 

Priority 2: To implement a GP Care Leavers pathway across Sunderland, where the 
anticipated role out was to be in 2025-2026. 

Priority 3: Every care experienced young person should be offered a health summary to 
understand their health history. A digital solution was currently being developed with a 
care leavers App. 

Priority 4: To work with Sunderland City Council/TFC to improve the notification process 
for children coming into care. 

Priority 5: To consider health's response to supporting protected characteristics of our 
care experienced young people. 

The Chair expressed appreciation to Steven for his report, reaffirming that the health and 
wellbeing of children across the City remained a top priority. However, it was noted with 
disappointment that attendance at the Supportive Parenting Partnership had declined 
significantly, highlighting the need for renewed engagement and commitment to 
collaborative working.  Simon Marshall agreed that key service providers from across the 
City ought to be represented, in particular South Tyneside and Sunderland NHS 
Foundation Trust (STSFT) and Cumbria, Northumberland Tyne and Wear (CNTW) NHS 
Foundation Trust. 

Steven proposed broadening engagement within the Supportive Parenting Partnership by 
inviting key stakeholders who could drive meaningful impact. This included 
representatives from the health economy, public health officials, commissioners, and care 
providers from across the City.   

Steven indicated his intention to compile and share a list of representatives and 
organisations that should be invited to future meetings of the Supportive Parenting 
Partnership. In response, the Chair stated that those identified would be extended 
invitations to future meetings. 



In response to Councillor Crosby’s request for further details regarding the doctor vacancy 
referenced in the report, Steven clarified that the post in question was for a consultant 
paediatrician. He added that a dedicated working group had been established to explore 
solutions for filling roles such as these, specifically seeking individuals with the expertise 
and specialist knowledge to meet the needs of children in care. 

The Partnership: - 

3. RESOLVED to accept the evidence contained within the report and support the
priorities identified.

Work Programme 

The Assistant Director of Law and Governance submitted a report informing the 
Supportive Parenting Partnership of the draft work programme for the municipal year 
2025/2026 together with forthcoming agenda items. 

It was agreed that the report could not be considered at this time, due to concerns 
previously raised about insufficient representation. As a result, the report would be carried 
forward and reviewed at the next meeting. 

Whilst the Partnership highlighted the need to review the work programme to ensure it 
aligned with governance requirements, it also needed to support the long-term 
sustainability of the Board as a statutory body. In response, Simon Marshall confirmed he 
would undertake this review and subsequently seek the Chair's agreement, with a target 
completion date set for January - February 2026. 

Government (Access to Information) (Variation Order) 2006 

4. RESOLVED that in accordance with the Local Government (Access to Information)
(Variation) Order 2006 the public be excluded during consideration of the remaining
business as it was considered it may disclose information relating to any individual
or information which was likely to reveal the identity of an individual. (Local
Government Act 1972), (Local Government Access to Information) (Variation) Order
2006, (Schedule 12A, Part I, Paragraphs 1 and 2

(Signed) M BUTLER 
Chair 


