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Independent Advocacy is free from constraint and is used as a tool in getting peoples’ voices and views heard and is entirely person centred. Children in care are one vulnerable group that, by law, are entitled to have an Independent advocate that will oversee getting their voices, views, and rights heard when official bodies are making decisions about their lives. This essay will explore the subject of ‘looked after children’ as an at-risk group and how legislation, policy and professional frameworks support Independent Advocates in their work with children in care. It will investigate how advocacy should be accessible and available to vulnerable children that are taken into care by the local authorities and look at the relationships between multi-agencies. It will also show how professional standards are applied and that Independent Advocacy should be supplied by local authorities and available for all looked after children.     
[bookmark: _Hlk514257142][bookmark: _Hlk514761955]‘Looked after children’ is the term used for children under the age of 18 that have been taken into care and are under the care of local authorities (UK Government, 2018) There are currently 94,000 children in care in the UK, and 60% are there due to neglect (NSPPC, 2018). ‘Looked after children’ are among the most vulnerable individuals in society (Barnardo’s, 2014), many suffer as a consequence of being taken into care and due to the neglect and trauma they have suffered before been taken into care and during the process. This can often mean this vulnerable group is more susceptible to health issues including mental health and emotional disorders such as depression and anxiety. These issues can have a ‘knock on’ effect on their education, often seeing them fall into the category of Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET) (National Audit Office, 2016) this can see them at a disadvantage compared to their peers (NSPCC, 2018). Children in care often suffer from attachment issues stemming from the neglect they received before entering care, and from the process of being taken into care and this sees them unable to settle and adjust to the care they receive. This care has often been decided by the local authority in the child’s ‘best interests’ and sees them being placed in foster care or in residential children’s homes, often moving several times.  This can be linked to Bowlby’s (1969) Attachment Theory where, by moving around different foster parents and suffering the effect of being separated from family members and siblings, looked after children lack, in Bowlby’s words, “lasting psychological connectedness between human beings” (Bowlby, 1969). Children in care often lack this fundamental emotional need between child and care giver. Also, sometimes this can see the child leaving the area that they are used to, changing schools and being estranged from friends and family. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) explains that the environment around a child affects how the child grows and develops. This can impact massively on a child’s life and can lead to further mental health issues in adult hood. Children in care often do not get a say in the care they receive, with the local authority acting on the best interests of the child and not taking into account the child’s views and wishes, thus not given a voice on their care they receive. Justice Minister, Simon Hughes, said “For too long, children and young people have struggled to have their voices heard during the family court process. Although they are often at the centre of proceedings, the views of children and how they feel are often not heard, with other people making vital decisions for them” (UK Government, 2015). It can be seen that children taken into care and that are ‘looked after’ by local authorities can be vulnerable and more susceptible to developing mental health problems as a result of their situation. ‘Looked after children’ can be seen to be at a disadvantage to their peers and, in some cases, in need of getting their voices heard.     
[bookmark: _Hlk514762043]Advocacy for looked after children can be seen to sometimes come from family members, this being ‘informal advocacy’. This can be provided alongside advocacy from social workers, youth workers, and teachers which is known as ‘formal Advocacy’. However, all these forms of advocacy are not free from constraints and, for this, there needs to be an Independent Professional Advocate (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2012). An Independent Professional Advocate can be seen to be ‘representing a person’s views and concerns, in order to secure enhanced rights and entitlements, undertaken by someone who has little or no conflict of interest” (Henderson & Pochin, 2001). The Social Services and Well Being Act Wales (2014) states that ‘Independent professional advocacy - involves a one-to-one partnership between an independent professional advocate who is trained and paid to undertake their professional role as an advocate.’ The Advocacy Charter (2014) sets out guidelines and standards for Professional Advocates which safeguards an ethical approach. The aims of the Advocacy Charter are to provide the clarity, support and boundaries for Advocacy practice, this outlines the expectations and purpose of the role of an advocate and what clients as well as commissioners should expect of the delivery of the service (Advocacy charter, 2014). Professional boundaries are set out to safeguard the service user as well as the Advocate. Professional standards for Advocacy can come in the form of The Quality Performance Mark for Advocacy (Quality Performance, 2018). This professional standard is in line with the Advocacy codes of practice from the Advocacy Charter (2014), as such it sees that a high standard of advocacy is delivered in accordance with ethics and professionalism. The Quality Performance Mark for Advocacy Services is a good reference tool for advocacy but, not being a statutory government requirement means that advocates are not required to have professional qualifications and accreditation. This leaves professional advocacy open to misuse by those who are untrained. Professional Advocates need to maintain professional standards and relationships with other professionals, for example social workers, doctors, teachers and other multi-agencies. These relationships need to be conducted with respect and partnership, with all working towards a collaboration that supports the well-being of the child. Even when the Advocate is putting forward requests which are contrary to the views and plans of the other professionals, this should be carried out in a respectful and collaborative way (Bateman, 1995). Of use here could be the Thomas-Kilmann model of conflict resolution which has two dimensions, the first dimension (the vertical axis) is concerned with conflict response based on attempts to get what we want while the second dimension (the horizontal axis) is concerned with responses based on helping others get what they want (Sample, 2008). Using this, the professional advocate can try to achieve what the Looked After Child wants, but when these requests are not possible, due to the needs and restrictions of other agencies, a compromise can be reached. It is apparent, then, that among many types of advocacy and advocacy services, the least constrained is the professional advocate and that these can exist specifically for looked after children. 
The need and importance for independent child advocacy came to light after the damming Waterhouse Report, ‘Lost in Care’ (1974).  This was a report into child abuse within state care in North Wales. Within this report was a recommendation for independent advocacy services and the establishment of the Children’s Commissioner for Wales. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 12, states that ‘children have the right to say what they think should happen when adults are making decisions that affect them, and to have their opinions taken into account’ (UNCRC, 1989). The Welsh Government are the first in the UK to adapt these principles and use them as the basis for policy making and legislation. They took these into account when developing the 'Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure' 2011.Within this, there are seven core aims, one of them being that “children have the right to be listened to and treated with respect”. An important and relevant act when it comes to advocacy and children is The Social Services and Well-being Wales Act 2014. This Act provides a statutory framework and dedicates part 10 to advocacy and sets out guidelines and statutory obligations on local authorities. Part 10 of the act imposes duties on local authorities in respect to statutory advocacy and independent advocacy, and covering advocacy as a whole, is relevant to ‘looked after children’. Part 6 of the Act is the Code of Practice Looked After and Accommodated Children (Welsh Assembly Government, 2014) which sets out the role the advocate, among others, play in helping the Looked After Child. Leading children’s advocacy charities that offer Professional Independent Advocacy for children are the NYAS (2018), Barnardo’s (2018), Trosgynnal Plant (2018), to name a few. These charities campaign for the rights of the child, policy change and new legislation. Legal and theoretical frameworks can be used when working as an independent child advocate. These can help child advocates focus on the aims and outcomes of what a child needs in terms of their fundamental rights as human beings (Siraj-Blatchford, Clarke & Needham. 2007). 
[bookmark: _Hlk514086356][bookmark: _Hlk514091891][bookmark: _Hlk514090157][bookmark: _Hlk514090436]There are a number of models and theories that support the independent professional advocate. The Child and Family-Centred model (Siraj-Blatchford, Clarke & Needham. 2007) approach sees the advocate working with the child and multi-agency provisions, identifying whether services are meeting the child’s needs. This can be seen as an initiative from the ‘Every Child Matters’ report. Child-centred approaches rely on ‘Advocates spending time talking to children and their families about what is ultimately important for them’ (Siraj-Blatchford, Clarke & Needham, 2007).  Bronfenbrenner states, however, that ‘to construct a social model acceptable across agencies’ child centred provision in terms of service planning needed to be holistic ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner,1979 cited in Siraj-Blatchford, Clarke & Needham, 2007). The advocate using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological model must take into account the environments, institutions and systems that directly impact on the child. The advocate must consider these when assessing the child’s needs and when seeking opportunities for bettering the child’s life, thus looking at the child’s Chronosystem, Microsystem, Mesosystem, Ecosystem, Macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner,1979). Another framework that can be applied when working with children in care is The Six Steps to Successful Child Advocacy (Write & Jaffe, 2014). These steps being: Step 1 - Knowing your issue; Step 2 - Research for background and impact; Step3- Preparing Effective materials; Step 4- making meetings work; Step5- conducting strategic follow up; Step 6- Reinforcing successful advocacy outcomes. This six-step approach provides the necessary strategy for a successful approach to advocacy. Advocacy can be seen to follow a Personal Centred model (Boyan & Dalrymple, 2009). This model is central to the Social Services and Wellbeing Act wherein part 10 is dedicated to Advocacy. Measures in the act seek to provide guidelines to services and local authorities to help them achieve person-centered care. With current legislation for Advocacy and the right to independent Advocacy for looked after children there should be no reason why it should not be implemented, especially when there are charities pushing for childrens’ rights to advocacy.   
[bookmark: _Hlk514762247]Because of what is stated in The Social Service and Wellbeing Act (Welsh Assembly Government) all looked after children should be aware of their right to advocacy. The local authority, under the guidelines of this act, must implement advocacy and the act states ‘that all looked after children must be made aware of their entitlement to independent advocacy support and how they can access it’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2014). The act also states that ‘Trained advocates should also be available to ensure that young people’s views are heard and taken into account’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2014).  All professionals working with Looked After Children must be able to recognise and respond to the need for advocacy.  The act goes on to say that ‘Local authorities should regularly update information and publicity about advocacy services for children and young people, staff and foster carers and ensure that new staff and carers are able to properly inform children and young people of what support they can access (Welsh Assembly Government, 2014). Because of this legislation local authorities should be publicising and making children aware of their rights to an independent advocate.
But is this the case and are local authorities doing enough in making sure that Children in care are aware of their rights to Advocacy? Although changes have been made to ensure children’s voices are being heard, ‘Children in Wales’ (2018) say that they have been working with the Children’s Commissioner for Wales helping raise awareness of independent advocacy services for children and ensuring systems are in place to enable the voices of children and young people, especially the vulnerable ones, are being heard (Children in Wales, 2018). But despite progress that has been made since Waterhouse report, ‘Children In Wales’ say ‘that there continues to be reports of low level knowledge about advocacy provision and services … the vision of ensuring that all children and young people, especially those most vulnerable, have access to independent advocacy services has yet to be fully realised.’(Children in Wales, 2018) It is apparent that local authorities need to do more in the way of making Independent Advocacy more accessible for looked after children and for looked after children to have the knowledge of the role a professional independent advocate can play in their lives. 
[bookmark: _Hlk514675853][bookmark: _GoBack]Although legislation has been in place for advocates, implementing the practice of using advocacy has been a slow process. Professional advocacy bodies have said that social workers and other services including local authorities are sometimes reluctant to involve advocates as “They don’t always necessarily see advocacy as a contributory factor in safeguarding and ensuring full participation. Sometimes its seen as just another person to complicate the process” (McNicoll, 2016). Barriers between services can be due to different values or different practices between agencies (Walker, 2018). This can be seen with different agencies having different models of care, the four main ones being the medical model, disability model, social model, and affirmation model (Cameron,2014). These models of care each comes with its own world view. A study reported in the Independent newspaper said 92% of social workers in the UK are overworked, ‘The Social Workers Union (SWU) and the British Association of Social Workers (BASW) said the numbers give “alarming evidence of the difficulties social workers experience” (Osborn, 2017). A report by Ofsted (Ofsted, 2014) into social care states that, due to the increase in numbers of children in need and the number of children looked after by local authorities, there is a strain on social care professions. Independent advocacy could help social care professions instead of being seen as an extra person complicating the process (McNicoll, 2016). Social care professionals could benefit from multi agency working alongside an independent advocate. By using shared decision making, this can see advocates sharing the responsibilities and workload, which can reduce costs and the time needed to support individuals. Advocacy has the potential to lower costs to other professional services by having an advocate involved at early stages, this can prevent further escalation and resolve issues, thus being a cost saving in the long run and more cost effective (Pona & Hounsell, 2012). As the legislation has stated the importance of the role of the Independent Advocate, local authorities and social work professionals need to abide by these guidelines and introduce independent advocacy at the early stages of Looked After Child care and understand the role these advocates play in making services person centred 
Legislation can be seen to be supporting professional advocates and government reports are stating the importance of having a Professional Advocate in the early stages of care for looked after children. But it seems that, although legislation is in place, access to and knowledge of the right to independent advocacy for looked after children has been a slow process on the behalf of local authorities. Until advocacy has an accredited status, other professionals will not see independent advocacy as equal profession and will, therefore, not see the importance of the outcome it has on the children that are developing mental health problems due to not having their voices about their own lives in care heard.    
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