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1.
Background to Joint Area Reviews
1.1 Nationally, Joint Area Reviews of Children’s Services began in September 2005, following pilot reviews and are led by OfSTED.  These reviews provide a comprehensive report on the outcomes for children and young people in the local area.  They incorporate the inspection of youth services and replace the separate inspections of local education authorities, local authorities’ social services, Connexions services and the provision for students aged 14-19 years.   Normally the JAR is carried out at the same time as the Audit Commission’s corporate assessment of the council and is aligned with the inspection of youth offending teams undertaken by HMI Probation.

1.2 Joint Area Reviews judge the outcomes for children and young people growing up in the area and evaluate how local services work together to contribute to their achievements, progress and well being.  The services being reviewed will include council services, health services, police and probation services, and publicly funded services provided by the voluntary sector.   Evidence from other inspections, such as schools, further education colleges and residential settings also contribute to the review.

1.3 Cumbria County Council commissioned a mock Corporate Assessment/Joint Area Review of services from SOLACE Enterprises to be conducted in January 2006. 

2.  Background to SOLACE Enterprises

2.1 SOLACE Enterprises Limited is the commercial consultancy arm of SOLACE, the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives and Senior Managers. SOLACE Enterprises is a not-for-profit company with all surplus income going directly back to fund the work of the Society. Last year the company had a turnover of around £12m.

2.2 SOLACE Enterprises is the provider of choice for many councils engaged in exercises to orient their services to the needs of 21st century customers and to match legislative needs.  The experience of our consultants and our close links to councils around the country ensure that we can offer a flexible and relevant response to customers’ needs.
2.3 The company’s vision is

· To be a major contributor to the creation of excellence across local government and the wider public service.

· To offer effective challenge and support to individuals and organisations through our understanding of key issues and our specialist knowledge.

· To learn and develop as an organisation and to help others achieve the same, whichever role they play in delivering public service.

3.  SOLACE Enterprises and Joint Area Reviews

3.1
As part of their support to Local Authorities and their partners, SOLACE Enterprises has developed a methodology to provide experienced independent and credible  consultants and peers who can review and assess local children’s services to:

· test how well prepared they are for their Joint Area Review

· provide a thorough external challenge to the self assessment

· encourage children’s services authorities (CSA) to think about the strengths and weaknesses of their services

· encourage CSA to determine the opportunities and barriers to delivering improvements

3.2
These independent reviews will raise awareness and understanding by offering independent insight, encouragement and support to allow a better analysis and understanding of the how the children’s services authority works and what needs to be done to bring about change.

3.3
The process is specifically designed to be flexible to the authority’s needs and can be undertaken as a stand alone Joint Area Review of children’s services or as part of a Corporate Assessment.   

4.  The Cumbria County Council Joint Area Review peer challenge process

4.1 The JAR peer challenge of Cumbria County Council self-assessment began five weeks prior to the on-site period with a desk top review of council documents. This was followed by the development of a provisional timetable of activities and the circulation of background documentation to the challenge team.

4.2 The challenge team was also briefed for the process. The team was:

· Jayne Jack, SOLACE Enterprises Facilitator

· Lorraine O’Reilly, Executive Director, People First, London Borough of Harrow

· Janet Dullaghan Director of Nursing and Children’s Services, Huntingdonshire Primary Care Trust

· Paul Boyce, Commissioning Manager, Cumbria County Council

· Members of the SOLACE Corporate Review Team (on site at the same time)

4.3 On the evening prior to the visit the team met to prepare for the challenge process. In that preparatory meeting the team:

· Reviewed OfSTED’S proposed methodology for JAR, the SOLACE model of peer challenge and the proposed general review of Cumbria County Council

· Reviewed the background information provided by the council, including the Annual Performance Assessment, the draft Children and Young People’s Plan and the additional documentation requested by the SOLACE Enterprises facilitator

· Agreed lines of enquiry to be pursued during the visit and additional activities and documentation that was needed to gather information on these

· In the light of that agreement, reviewed and agreed adjustments to the provisional timetable of activities.

· Agreed a modus operandi for the process (e.g. team roles and responsibilities)

4.4 The lines of enquiry identified by the team were:

· A general review of the five outcomes 

· Consideration of how far the council and it’s partners were progressing on the integration agenda against the element of the DfES ‘onion diagram’, i.e. integrated strategy, processes, front line delivery, governance and the extent to which children and young people were at the forefront of work within the Authority  

· A focus on a  particular area of the County (Workington)

4.5 In keeping with the requested ‘light touch’ for the process in Cumbria the team took a more general approach to reviewing services.  It was recognised by the team that they would not be able to look at absolutely everything in detail but that the process would focus on general improvements. 

4.6
The various methods that the team used to gather information included:

· Face to face and telephone interviews with a cross section of stakeholders from inside and outside the council (e.g. the Director of Children’s Services, the Children’s Rights Officer, CAF Project Manager, Connexions Chief Executive, the Change for Children Project Manager).

· Small group discussions (e.g. The Senior Management Team, Trade Unions, Voluntary Sector )

· Facilitating a specially convened meeting of the Portfolio Holders for Children’s Services to discuss the performance of the Council, shared ambition for children’s services, the challenges ahead and the partnership working arrangements.

· A “table dialogue” session involving group discussions with a diagonal slice of staff from the authority including frontline staff and middle managers,

· Group discussions with service users from the Minto Centre in Workington.

· Group discussion with a multi agency ‘Shared Priorities Group’.

· A tour of the area to familiarise the team with Workington, including ‘dropping in’ to several service providers unexpectedly.

4.7 Throughout the process the team reflected back to the Council via the Director of Children’s Services what they thought they were seeing and learning which provided the council with an opportunity to steer the team to look at additional information if they thought that they had not been given quite the right message.  It was also intended that this dialogue would help to generate an ownership of our feedback because nothing would come as a surprise.

4.8 On the Friday afternoon of the week of the fieldwork the team gave verbal headline feedback to the Cabinet and to the Corporate Management Team.

4.9 A week after the fieldwork had finished the lead facilitators from SOLACE Enterprises returned to the council to feedback the results of the information gathering process in a more structured way at a “challenge event”. This event was attended by:

· The Corporate Management Team

· Cabinet members

· Trade Union representative from UNISON

4.10
Although the presentation made by the team was robust and evidenced, the aim was to make this challenge event as informal and as non-adversarial as possible. The challenge event was an important additional means of evidence gathering.

4.11 The results of the process outlined above, including the challenge event, are set out in the remainder of this report which is structured as follows:

· General summary of main points and areas for consideration

· Strengths and issues to be considered against the 5 outcomes

· Service Management strengths and issues for consideration  

 5.  General summary of main points

5.1
Strengths
· From the information provided and the discussions with staff and a range of partners the team were able to gain a clear understanding of the direction of travel the council are taking with its children’s services and understand some of the organisational challenges they are dealing with.   The issues facing the council are clearly understood by the new Director of Children’s Services and the Portfolio Holder.

· The authority has developed a vision for children’s services across Cumbria and there is a general understanding from staff across the organisation and partner agencies about this.  The road shows that involved staff, partners and children and young people on the development of the vision and values was well received.

· There is evidence of enthusiastic staff and partners to the integration agenda.

· There are lots of examples of good multi agency working to support children and young people across Cumbria, for example in supporting looked after children and in family support provision.   

5.2
Issues to consider

· There is some concern about the potential loss of momentum in partnership working as the council goes through a period of change and development.  The council will need to work hard to ensure that the good work which commenced in April 2005 with the change for children project and the associated work streams is not lost.

· The examples of good practice in supporting children and young people appear not to be being shared effectively across agencies and geographical areas of the county to capture and disseminate the learning points. 

· The annual performance assessment of the council children’s services would benefit by focusing less on inputs and what it is doing and more on how it is improving outcomes for children on a partnership basis.   

· The focus on getting structures and processes into place across the council to drive improvements is impressive but this is not yet impacting on front line delivery of services to improve outcomes for children.  The council should consider how it can galvanise front line staff and managers internally and across partner agencies on the integration agenda, particularly at a local level.   

· There is a perceived lack of trust within the council and between the council and its partners in its work to support children and young people.  There was some evidence of this in Workington. 

6.  Outcomes for children and young people

What follows are general observations from the review, against the five outcomes. 

6.1
Being healthy - strengths

· There are some good examples of services being offered to children, young people and their families aimed at improving healthy eating, for example healthy schools and the fruit and vegetable co-operative in Workington.

· There are a range of projects and initiatives which address important issues such as sexual health, teenage pregnancy, alcohol and substance misuse and smoking cessation. 

· The development and improvement of Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) is seen as a much needed priority for action in the Children and Young People’s Plan.

· The appointment of primary mental health workers is seen as a good initiative in the link between primary and specialist provision in supporting children and young people with emotional and behavioural difficulties.    

6.2
Being healthy – issues to consider
· Access to dental service for children and young people in Cumbria is a significant concern.  The review team came across general concerns across the county about access to dental services and very specific concerns in Workington where several children were known not to be registered with a dentist.   The emergency dental access centre is in Whitehaven, which for many parents in Workington, without access to a car, means a 45 minute journey on three different buses.  

· Whilst the numbers of teenage pregnancies in Cumbria is not high against the national average, there are areas of the County where there are high numbers and there appears to be a recent rise in these figures. It was unclear to what extent the Council was working with partners to address this.

· Current access to child and adolescent mental health services is an issue for vulnerable children and the Authority should ensure that the strengthening of these services, identified as a priority in the Children’s Services Plan, has a clear action plan and timescales for delivering improvements.      

6.3
Staying safe - strengths

· The Safeguarding Board in Cumbria was established in September 2005 which is earlier than it was required to be in place.  

· It is pleasing to note that reducing the number of children and young people killed or injured in road traffic accidents has been identified as a priority in the Children and Young Peoples Plan, as is addressing bullying by ensuring an anti bullying strategy is produced to address these concerns.

· There is an ambition to move towards preventative rather than reactive services for Children and Young People, which is in line with government expectations and supported by several  staff and partners the team spoke to as part of the review. 

6.4 Staying safe – issues to consider

· In our visit to Workington we found some examples of fragile multi agency practice in safeguarding children and young people.  Whilst the team cannot say whether this is replicated across Cumbria we would strongly urge the council to address the specific concerns in Workington and assess whether these concerns are more widely spread across the County.

· Keeping children safe from harm is not identified as a priority in the current draft of the Children and Young People’s Plan, dated 2nd January 2006.   

· Some concerns were expressed to the team about the effectiveness of the children’s Safeguarding Board.  Whilst it is early days since it’s creation in September 2005, the effectiveness of this partnership is critical to the delivery of safe services for children and young people.  Consideration needs to be given, by the Board, on how to raise the confidence of all staff and partners on the effectiveness of the multi agency arrangements to safeguard children and young people.   

· The current lack of an infrastructure below the Safeguarding Board to resolve partnership issues in effectively safeguarding children is an area of concern at local level. 

· There was some evidence of ineffective partnership working between statutory agencies and families on child protection issues in Workington.  Developing fairness, trust and respect in working with children in need and their families would strengthen partnership working.

6.5
Enjoy and achieve - strengths

· The Council is looking creatively at the use of school premises for the delivery of multi agency support services to children and young people and the team saw a good example of this at Westfield School in Workington.

· There is some evidence of improved involvement of schools in the every child matters agenda in Cumbria, for example in housing integrated teams and in the engagement of headteachers.  Schools are now represented on the children and young people’s board and the strategic partnership.

· The use of school clusters is seen as a positive development and could be further developed in order to engage schools on the wider agenda for children’s services. 

6.6
Enjoying and achieving – issues to consider

· The re-organisation of schools due to surplus places is seen as a big issue and a key risk facing the authority.  The process to address this will need to be managed effectively by the council and the opportunities it creates carefully considered. 

· Strategic leaders in the council are working hard to actively engage all headteachers in the development of the every child matters agenda in Cumbria, but there is a perception that this requires further effort ,  more effective communication and identified champions to take this forward.    

6.7
Making a positive contribution – strengths

· The authority has developed an impressive participation strategy, which once implemented will further improve practice in this area of work with children and young people.  There are currently some good examples of young people being involved in improving and shaping services (for example ACTION4, Speak Up, the consultation on the vision and values, Connexions, Health Scrutiny and in interviews of staff), and some good practice in looked after children actively contributing to their care planning and reviews.

· There are good examples of services to support young people, for example MOBEX and the mentoring scheme for looked after children.   

6.8
Making a positive contribution – issues to consider

· The co-ordination of youth work, including that of the voluntary sector, is under developed at present and there is a need to improve the knowledge of the existence of services that are available.

· Drug and alcohol services are perceived to be isolated from mainstream provision for supporting children and young people affected by drug and alcohol issues, whether as users themselves, or when living in families where one or more of their carers are misusing drugs or alcohol.
· Support services for young people appear to lack co-ordination and there is inconsistent knowledge of their existence.  The team saw good examples of several support services in Workington but they were uncoordinated, potentially offering duplicate services and not known to exist by other agencies. 
6.9
Achieving economic well being - strengths

· The University of Cumbria has been agreed in principle and once established will go some way to improving further education services for young people.
· The Connexions service has a high profile and is well respected across the county and they have played a positive role in developing the children and young peoples strategic partnership.
· It was impressive to note that the number of Young People not in education, employment and training has been reduced by 25% and the number of young people not known in this category is very low in comparison to the national average.  
6.10
Achieving economic well being – issues to consider

· The improvement in services for young people aged 14-19 years in achieving economic well being would benefit from a co-ordinated approach by all agencies involved.  For example, it would be beneficial to young people if youth work, including voluntary sector, learning and skills council, colleges and connexions, would co-ordinate their approach to ensure training is available and targeted at job availability/creation in the area.  

7. 
Achieving integration

7.1 Integrated processes – strengths

· The authority is undertaking a small community pilot of the Common Assessment Framework in Millom.  This is linked to the DfES national pilot arrangements and the Authority has plans to roll out CAF across the County in a staged way, with full implementation planned by 2008.  The experience so far, at a local level, is positive in beginning to assess children’s needs in a holistic way. 

7.2
Integrated processes – issues to consider

· Performance management information is critical to effectively managing and commissioning services across the council and this appears to be under developed.   Managers would benefit from regular and accurate performance management information in order to effectively manage their services.
· Understanding the needs of children, young people and their families across Cumbria is under developed in the council and across partner agencies.   The collection and analysis of data relating to the needs of children and young people across all agencies is needed.  Obtaining information on needs from the CAF pilot would assist the council and its partners in more effectively commissioning children’s services.   
· The implementation of the common assessment process is still being embedded with partners and there is more to be done to ensure its early delivery.
7.3
Integrated strategy – strengths

· The structure for the new children’s service in the council is planned and recruitment to key posts is being actioned in the early part of 2006.
· The children and young peoples plan is in development and there has been multi agency engagement and involvement in this.  Improving services for children and young people is a key theme within the priorities set by the Councils corporate strategy; theme D ‘improving the life chances and well-being of children and young people’.
· A framework for joint planning and commissioning, including an intentions statement is in place, this would benefit from clarity about next steps in joint commissioning arrangements and engagement of the voluntary sector.
7.4
Integrated strategy – issues to consider

· There are huge opportunities for the Council to deliver on its strategic direction for children’s services and deliver its priorities if it is able to get the commitment of staff and agencies at all levels.  This would be assisted by a structure of engagement at locality level linked  to the CYPSP and Board.   

· The children’s services plan is in draft format and draft two has been circulated for comment.  The plan would benefit from clear, outcome focused implementation plans with timescales for delivery that are performance managed on a regular basis.

7.5
Integrated front line delivery – strengths

· The  Minto centre provides a good model of multi agency working which could be built on across the county

· The examples of neighbourhood development officers provide the potential for good connections to local communities in providing support services to children, young people and their families and we saw a good example of this on an estate in Workington. 

· A review of family support services has taken place which plans to offer better co-ordinated support services for children and families.

7.6 Integrated front line delivery – issues to consider

· There is a real commitment to integrate front line services within Cumbria.   In order to effectively implement this across the county, the council and its partners need to develop a clear understanding of the localities for service delivery.  Once these decisions are made implementation can commence.  Engaging front line staff and managers in the process is seen as critical to achieving success.

7.7
Inter agency governance – strengths

· Multi agency working has improved over the last twelve months, from a low base and the children and young people’s board is now in place.  Workstreams are currently being rationalised and prioritised to deliver identified priorities for children and young people. 

7.8
Inter agency governance – issues to consider

· The informal nature of some of the partnership arrangements is seen as a concern.  These would benefit from formalising in order to become more secure, transparent and robust.  Roles and responsibilities, accountabilities, decision making arrangements and a clear understanding of the inter relationship between the partnership arrangements would be beneficial.  For example there is a lack of understanding about how the safeguarding board and the children’s board inter-relate.

8.
Service Management
8.1
Strengths

· There is good leadership and confidence in the work being planned and implemented by the directorate of children’s services.  The visibility of the director to staff and managers within the Council and across partner agencies is seen positively.  Communication is improving; the fortnightly newsletter is seen as helpful in this process as is the two way dialogue being created.

· There is a good strategic level grasp of the issues facing the council and strong and productive relationships are developing.  There is a determination to tackle the issues necessary to improve services for children and young people in Cumbria.  
8.2     Service Management – issues to consider

· Perceptions exist internally and externally that there is a lack of capacity to deliver the huge range of major issues that children’s services are facing, particularly considering the pace of change which is required (for example, schools reorganisation, restructuring of the authority, building schools for the future, building the multi agency partnerships and implementing the identified priorities) to deliver effective integrated services for children and young people.   

· The council is seen as slow to make decisions and there is some evidence of this in the documentation.  For example the Council was clearly ahead of many authorities in planning implementation of the common assessment framework through its early work with Hedy Cleaver.  However, many authorities are now much further ahead in their implementation than Cumbria.    In addition, it is laudable that a group of staff from the youth sector met in 2003 to plan a strategy regarding participation of young people.  However it took a further two years for a strategy to be developed.   Whilst there may be many and varied reasons for these timescales, it nevertheless reinforces the view of a slow pace of decision making across the council and its partner agencies.    

· The leadership which is required at all levels in the council and its partner organisations to deliver the vision and priorities to improve outcomes for children is not always in evidence. 

· Workforce planning is seen as a significant issue that needs to be addressed to tackle recruitment and retention issues particularly within social care services.  The council has difficulty recruiting and retaining key staff, it has an ageing workforce and it needs to consider how to address these issues through effective joint workforce planning arrangements.  

· Perceptions exist that to improve outcomes for children and young people the Council needs to improve on/invest in

· organisational development

· leadership capacity

· personal and professional development of staff to improve supervision, performance management and appraisal and to achieve cultural change.

9.
Conclusions  
9.1 The findings of this report are to a great extent confirmed by the council’s own assessment at a senior level in the organisation.  The purpose of a peer assessment is to encourage self awareness and to support improvements.   The mock Joint Area Review of children’s services in Cumbria, whilst light touch and therefore somewhat limited in its focus, nevertheless generated a huge amount of information during the course of the review week.  The team met and held detailed discussions with a large number of people both internal and external and had access to documentary information.   

9.2 It was not intended or planned to provide a detailed analysis of findings against each of the five outcome measures for children and young people in Cumbria but to provide the council with general observations based on the discussions held.   The council has a vision for children’s services, and a clear ambition to improve services to children and young people in Cumbria.  The challenge for them is to deliver on this with improved vigour and pace, particularly as time is not in their favour.  The outcome of the mock review should be helpful to the council and its partners as they plan their way to a full Joint Area Review in autumn 2006. 

9.2
The team would like to thank all staff, managers, councillors, partners and service users who were interviewed as part of the review for their honesty and openness.  

.     

Jayne Jack

SOLACE Enterprises

January 2006
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