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The Fostering Network welcomes the Scottish Government’s guidance on overnight stays for children looked after away from home. Within the guidance, there are various points which it is felt still require further clarity and these have been suggested within this response.
In response to the question raised ‘At paragraph 14, we think access to IT at the host family residence as an issue for risk assessment might be helpful. Would a link to the ThinkUKnow site of child exploitation and online protection run by ACPO be helpful?’
Access to IT at the host family residence would tend to be the norml, and many foster carer households now have access to the internet. However, not all foster carers are fully aware of how to use IT and need to be supported in increasing their awareness, understanding and use of IT systems.

In the instances when the IT equipment is provided by the local authority/ agency, adequate training and support for foster carers should be provided to support foster carers in the use of technologies. There should also be opportunities for accessing similar training in IT where equipment is not provided by agency, but is present within household.

Yes, links to child protection sites would be useful, ThinkUKnow, within CEOP is a valuable resource and knowledge of and reference to this should be encouraged.
With regards to IT, in particular the internet, what safeguards are in place regarding the use of social networking sites such as Bebo, My Space etc…? Also with regards to wider use of the internet, and sites which may be unsuitable for young person to be looking at. – How will this be monitored?

With regards to viewing of age appropriate DVD’s/ films, computer games – how will these be ensured?

Paragraph 20 include wording ‘if this is in the best interests of the child’

Paragraph 28 should there be more detailing of what a full record is? Should the carers or social worker have met with the child/ or their family in advance of the meeting?

Should it be a statement of fact that ‘if a child or young person is old enough they should be given a mobile phone’?
Paragraph 29 should there be some mention that refusal of an overnight also needs to take into account the needs of other young people within the household, in terms of practicalities etc…

Paragraph 31 include, unless consent to do so is given by all concerned - child/ young person/ parents. Additionally, if consent is given, this should be recorded.

Paragraph 33 permission for further stays should be discussed at initial stage through discussion with social worker/ carer.

Paragraph 34 in addition to local authority carrying out Disclosure checks on befriending volunteers, local authority should carry out visit to home of befriender to ensure appropriate sleeping arrangements in place, safe environment for child. This should be included in Annex D, Paragraph 4 – ‘factors to be considered about the family of a friend or befriender who the child or young person in care wants to stay with’
Annex D – in terms of inspecting the home of the family the looked-after child/ young person will be having an overnight with, who will carry this out? How practical is it to carry out an inspection? Similarly, who will ascertain who else will be staying in the house and why? How will this be known without raising suspicion; being intrusive?
Additionally 
Noted that the terms ‘Child Protection’ are not mentioned throughout the document.

In response to questions given:
Does this draft get the right balance between seeking parent’ in principle view of overnight stays in advance rather than seeking their views at each request?
The issue of parental consent is crucial. Within the guidance it is implied that parental consent is required for all overnight stays. We feel that it is important to discuss overnight stays, as suggested in the guidance, within the child’s care plan. Provision needs to be made for parents who may not be co-operative so as not to prevent the child from experiencing overnight stays. Perhaps there should be some guidance about circumstances where the local authority can over rule the parents.
At Annex A, should more detail be provided for when a child is placed away from home on a Place of Safety warrant?
Within Annex A, which outlines the legal background, we would welcome further detail on children and young people subject to Place of Safety requirement and the keeping of the child at that place. 
Is Annex C helpful for the development of your local protocols?
The Fostering Network would welcome a national protocol for dealing with overnight stays. Within such a national protocol, the points listed within Annex C would be valued.

Does the draft cover sufficiently well the needs of children regardless of whether they are accommodated with foster carers, in residential care or other situations?

The guidance is more weighted towards foster care. Residential childcare placements appear only within the legal background at Annex A. Although the points outlined throughout the guidance would be similarly applicable for children and young people placed within residential and other placements, it is felt that the wording throughout the guidance should be amended to include foster care, residential placements etc... while adhering to the explicit differences between these various forms of placement.
Conclusion
The Fostering Network agree that the issue of overnight stays should be discussed within the child’s Care Plan, and reviewed regularly along with the day-to-day care arrangements, in discussion and agreement with parents, social worker, carer and child/ young person.

There is a need for clear guidelines about who has the responsibility to make decisions about overnight stays and that decisions need to be made about individual children within the context of the guidelines. It is welcomed that Disclosure checks are no longer required, but we feel that some local authorities may continue this while adhering to their risk assessments as advised by legal advisors. 

The guidelines still leave a great deal of discretion to local authorities as to how to apply them. Perhaps they should follow the English guidelines more, which are more direct in stating that in the majority of circumstances decisions about overnight stays should be delegated to the foster carer.

It is crucial however that if delegation of decision is passed to the foster carer, that this is documented in the review or foster care agreement, and that the foster carer is not held fully responsible should any unforeseen circumstances or difficulties arise in relation to the permitting of an overnight stay. Ultimately, the agency must be responsible for the child in placement and should fully support the foster carers in their decisions and in any difficulties arising from these.

The guidelines emphasise that plans to stay with friends should be seen as an ordinary part of childhood, Overnight stays are often arranged fairly spontaneously and the guidelines need to be flexible enough to ensure that children in foster care are not disadvantaged by the need to take certain steps to ensure their safety.
