Critically discuss the limits and benefits of the Multi-Agency Approach in Wales for safeguarding children and young people.

Safeguarding is the umbrella term which encompasses the importance for all practitioners working within education in Wales hold the statutory responsibility to protect all children and young people and ensure their welfare is a priority and promoted across all areas. Safeguarding policies and practice describe the variety of ways in which practitioners can protect children at risk from harm as well as outlining their responsibilities to identify, assess and intervene. Initiating prevention and early help is crucial to address any emerging concerns. Whilst safeguarding roles will be allocated and professionals will be in place to deal with any arising situations, it cannot be stressed enough, that safeguarding is the responsibility of every practitioner who is in contact with a person under the age of 18.  
Within Wales, the approach for promoting the welfare and safeguarding of all children and young people is one which uses a multi-agency approach. Whist this approach brings its many benefits, it also poses a number of challenges which the writer will discuss within the essay. Additionally, the essay will explore the range of agencies, legislation and policies, consistencies. (Wales Safeguarding Procedure, 2020)

A multi-agency approach can be described as one which brings a number of organisations and teams together. It is designed to bring professions across a range of agencies to collaborate to achieve a sole goal. Within safeguarding, the approach allows agencies to share tasks, responsibility, and vital communications which aim to reduce the risk of suffering any form of exploitation, neglect or abuse and provide the best support possible for children or young people. (Ahmed, 2023)
In 2004, legislation was passed in the form of the Childrens Act 2004. Building on legislation from the Childrens Act 1989, the new legislation would place responsibility on Local authorities, establishing clear child protection guidelines and a children services director responsible for implementing these changes. The role of the Childrens commissioner was put in place to oversee welfare across the UK.
A key area established within the legislation was the requirement for cooperation between Local authorities and agencies in order to best support the welfare of children. (Foster, 2024)
Unfortunately, the legislation came too late for some. The Act was introduced following a catalogue of failures within the current system which demanded change. 
In 2001, a former chief inspector of social services was asked to investigate the murder of an 8 year old girl called Victoria Climbe who was murdered by her aunt and boyfriend. The severe extent of abuse she suffered would shock the country. A report published by Lord Laming called her a “victim of almost unimaginable cruelty”, as she suffered over 128 separate injuries. A hospital consultant described it as “the worst case of child abuse and neglect that I have ever seen.” The major concern which lead to the Act changes were the findings of failure from multiple agencies. Victoria had been in contact with numerous services including the police, social services and hospitals prior to her death, but without collaborative reporting her situation was not flagged highlighting the importance of multi agency working. Following the report and new legislation, the authorities would come under further scrutiny following the death of ‘Baby P’, another case said to have been preventable. Laming produced a second report following this significant case, making over 50 recommendations which included enhancing the multi-agency approach. 
Surrounding a young person with a multitude of positive environments and people is suggested to be key for their development, which this collaborative approach will play a major role in. Bronfenbrenner's theory suggests that a childs development is not only determined by genetics or individual traits but is will be shaped by their surroundings, environment and adults or other young people. Throughout the systems within his theory, from the Microsystem consisting of key interactions between family, school and peers, the Mesosystem, the relationship between school and home, and then onto the Exosystem which involved the community and resources, surrounding the young person, the relationship between positive or negative systems can have an enormous impact on the childs development. (Sprouts, 2021)

Sidebotham et al.(2016), explains within their report that ‘effective safeguarding work depends on collaborative multi-agency working’ which encompasses a range of areas such as, Schools, Local Authorities, Social services, Police, NSPCC and many more. In 2013, the Home Office produced a report discussing multi agency approaches. Within their report they established a list of suggestions for a well structured approach, as well as explaining their findings from a range of case studies across the United Kingdom. The first of their case studies was Staffordshire MASH, which is a Multi Agency Team approach, which launched in 2011 following 23 serious case reviews, leading to radical changes required, and has since seen Council child services, NHS Trust, Mental Health Trust, the police and others work in a co-location, to ensure the easy sharing of information, early risk assessment, enhanced data sharing and a whole family approach. As a result, vulnerable individuals receive a better service and are better protected, whilst agencies are in a stronger position to allocate the correct agency and reduce demand on others, significantly reducing repeat incidents. 
In another study, which used a Multi Agency Panel approach, a virtual approach called the Integrated Screening Hub, brings together agency professionals on a weekly basis at the same time and on the same day each week, with the aim to identify how best to support cases, and provide interventions for families and individuals. The aim of the meetings is to reach a shared understanding of needs and provide a clear pathway to the correct support required for each case within a reduced time frame.
Amongst the varied approaches there are clear benefits and challenges. 
As in the first case study, the Multi Agency team approach, the co-location provides a multitude of benefits. Having an area which can be shared by a range of agencies allowed for better relationships, trust and communication channels which ensured time spent on cases could be reduced and the correct routes could be implemented much quicker. This more efficient environment will facilitate information sharing among the professionals which in turn would lead to more comprehensive outcomes and therefore allow for better decision making and protection for young people and their families. In addition, this approach allows for a sense of team identity, where specialist practitioners from each area are recruited into team, directed by a dedicated team leader. As well as the ongoing day to day working simplified it also allows for collaborative staff training which can improve future services and close the gap on the indifferences between agencies. 
Although organised differently, the Multi agency Panel approach holds its own benefits. As well as also providing information sharing, and carrying out joint approaches, it does have benefits which the Multi agency team approach doesn’t. Without having to be based in one place it required no permanent infrastructure or building, allowing for flexibility for key workers to mould their working day. For example, a member of the panel may be able to complete home visits before or after the remote meeting whilst saving time by not having to travel to the office to sit in a meeting in person. In turn, it allows home agency training and for individuals to experience different working styles which may be better suited to their role. (Home Office, 2013)
Undoubtedly, the multi agency approach in any form, as well as providing better outcomes through shared communications and decision making, it certainly can have a large impact on the pressure on individual workers by sharing responsibility and workload allowing for more efficient, productive and positive working environments. 
However, as with all lines of work, multi-agency approaches have their challenges. Questions often asked about a multi-agency panel are often based around cohesion and time. Where there are set times and days for meetings there is a clear lack of regular contact, little to no face to face meetings and therefore pressures to responsibly carry out case work falls on the individual within their own time. There is a chance in this situation that a case could be put on the back burner, and leave other areas of the panel waiting for a member to update their part of the case. In addition, without time for case planning, this could lead to a lack of cohesion in an approach and therefore improve the response time and therefore allow a young person to be at further risk of ongoing harm. Should a young person or family deal with a response delay, lack of cohesion or collective approach from their agencies, it is likely they will lose trust, feel a lack of security and potentially a sense of connection with the support mechanism. As discusses by Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, it is crucial in the stages of a childs development that their safety needs are met, followed by love and belonging before they are able to enter into an understanding of self esteem, develop respect and feel recognised. (Sprouts, 2017)
Equally, Multi Agency Team approaches face multiple challenges. Although often working at the same base, there still needs to be a collective approach with time are resources which can be difficult to manage. Whilst potentially holding different priorities and workloads, time management set aside for required meetings and plans can prove difficult. It is imperative that strong relationships are built amongst agencies to build trust and support for collaborative work allowing for the team to ensure they reach the best positive outcome of each case, in the most efficient time frame possible. Across Wales there is a need for consistency. There are a number of agencies that boast in some areas which are not existing in others which leaves gaps and provides an inconsistent support system for those across different local authorities. There is also an argument for a countrywide communication system which can then keep close contact with families or children who move across local authorities and cases can be missed or restarted in some cases.

In conclusion, it is evident that a multi-agency approach to safeguarding and child protection is crucial to promoting the welfare of young people, however it still faces a number of challenges. Flying start in Wales provide an excellent example of how a correctly run and supported programme can have a massive positive impact on children and families. Flying start offers comprehensive support to children under 4, who are born into families in disadvantaged areas. The free programme focuses on early years development through high quality child care, parenting support, aid with speech and language, health service visits and communication development. The aim of the approach is to improve a childs development and start to life in hope to improve their lifes outcome. (Welsh Government, 2017) Although, making positive strives there is still plenty of room for improvement. To ensure improvements Wales should continue to provide consistent training to all agencies, bring agencies together to train to close the gap on priorities and work patterns, or work collaboratively allowing for best practice, which should then be collated and shared to provide others with showings of potential positive outcomes. Incorporating cohesion and improving methods of data collection and communication countrywide, would allow agencies to follow the evidence based best practices which could be implemented to ensure improvements of safeguarding as a whole across Wales. In support of positive changes, Wales introduced the Safeguarding children in relation to the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020. The Act writes that “Agencies must work together to provide a joined up response to safeguarding issues, as set out in the Wales Safeguarding Procedures” and concludes that information sharing is central to good safeguarding practice. (Welsh Safeguarding Procedures, 2022)
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