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SOCIAL SERVICES COMMITTEE : MINUTES



Date:


Wednesday, 20th October 1999

Time:


14.00 - 16.00

Place:


Shire Hall, Cambridge

Present:

Apologies:
Councillors J A Powley (Chairman), S J Bradshaw, M Farrar,  

S E Friend-Smith, R J Harris, G J Heathcock, J D Jones, J McKay, 

R B Martlew (Substituting for R L Trueman), S B Normington, M Scott, 

P Skoulding, A B  Stenner and P L Stroude 

Also in Attendance
Councillors S Bicker and P W Silby (substitute members)

Councillor R L Trueman

91.
MINUTES

It was resolved unanimously:

That the minutes of the meeting held on 9th June 1999 be approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

92.
CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S ANNUAL REPORT ON SOCIAL SERVICES REGISTRATION AND INSPECTION UNIT


The Committee considered the annual report on the work of the Registration and Inspection Unit and the Social Services Department’s response to inspection reports which had been prepared by the Chief Executive, in accordance with the requirements of Department of Health Circular LAC(94) 16.


The Committee noted the methodology used in compiling the report, which had included a questionnaire issued to a 50% sample of establishments.  The responses to these questionnaires had assisted in drawing conclusions about the performance of the Unit against the criteria laid down by the Department of Health.   The report concluded that the Unit maintained a consistently high standard across most areas of its work and many of the comment forms, interviews and questionnaires had produced praise for the work of the Unit.


The Committee considered recommendations arising from the report and noted the progress which had been made in implementing recommendations made in the 1998 Annual report.

It was resolved unanimously:



(i)
That continuing efforts be made to publicise reports more widely through local 

libraries, the Internet and local media;



(ii)
That Parish Councils and other bodies should be contacted to see if there is 

interest in being sent reports of establishments in their area;



(iii)
That in-house purchasers should use reports when making 

decisions and when reviewing placements;

(iv)
That residential home managers and owners be encouraged to provide copies of reports for residents, potential residents and their carers;

(v)
That more use be made of Lay Assessors in inspections; and

(vi)
That the overall conclusions of the report be endorsed.

93.
COMPLAINTS AND REPRESENTATIONS PROCEDURE - ANNUAL REPORT 1998/99

The Committee considered a report on the statutory annual report of the Department’s Complaints and Representations Procedure.  The new Customer Care Manager, Liz Calvert, was introduced to the Committee.


The Director of Social Services stressed the importance of the way in which complaints were dealt with in that this reflected the service as a whole.   The report showed that there was a downward trend in the number of complaints received, although comparisons with previous years were difficult in the light of Local Government Reorganisation and the departure of Peterborough.  Between April 1998 and March 1999, there had been 395 Stage 1 complaints, 19 Stage 2 complaints and 4 complaints in the Stage 3 category.  The 44% decrease in the number of complaints was greater than would have been expected from the departure of Peterborough alone.  However, it was felt that the rise and fall of complaints figures was often difficult to interpret because of the number of factors involved, such as the greater accessibility of the complaints procedure to service users and improvements in recording practice.


The Director highlighted some of the areas in relation to complaints where improvements needed to be made and these included:

· recording of the ethnic origins of complainants

· recording of more detail about the nature of the complaints - currently the categories of complaint were too broad 

· the need for more information about the outcome of complaints, including whether or not they were upheld, the lessons to be learnt and whether customers were satisfied with the way the complaint was handled

· ensuring systematic feedback to managers and service providers.


It was felt that because the number of complaints had reduced, there was an opportunity to address these matters in the coming year.


It was noted that the Client Satisfaction Panel had also met during the year and had agreed a number of key actions, including:

· updating the Complaints and Representations Procedure

· six monthly progress report to be provided by the Customer Care Manager to the Children’s and Adults Management Teams

· ensuring the responses to complaints are copied to the Director for scrutiny

· revisions to the SOC 1010 Complaints Monitoring Form to ease recording of information for managers

· full implementation of the recommendations of the SSI Inspection of children’s services 

· support to be provided for staff during complaints investigations and feedback following Stage 2 investigation

· an annual report from each team on the outcome of complaints and lessons learnt.


Members commented on the report and suggested:

· that complaints about billing could be separately identified;

· the inclusion of compliments received in the report for next year.

It was resolved unanimously:



To receive the statutory annual report of the Department’s Complaints and 

Representations Procedure.

94.
ADOPTION AND PERMANENCE ANNUAL REPORT 1998/99

The Committee received the annual report on the Cambridgeshire Adoption and Permanence Service for 1998/99.  The activity recorded in the report represented the first year of the operation of services following Peterborough becoming established as a Unitary Authority.  As a result, a number of changes within working relationships, including the operation of a protocol between the two authorities for the exchange of placements, had been necessary.

The annual report described the work carried out during the year.  Most children presented to the Panel for whom adoption was in their best interest had been placed within six months, and all but 4 of these placements had been made with Cambridgeshire adoptive families.  However, it was noted that during the year only 20 people had come forward to be adopters and there had been a 20% decrease in the number of people applying to adopt.   At the end of 1998/99, 18 children were still seeking adoptive families and subsequently this figure had risen to 60.  The list of approved adopters within Cambridgeshire was the lowest it had ever been and there was a need for more people to come forward so that there was a choice of adopters for the children requiring adoption.


It was noted that the staffing situation in the Home Finding Service had improved and this should have a beneficial affect on the recruitment of permanent carers.


The Committee noted a number of other issues arising from the report, including:

· the difficulties in maintaining a full training programme during the year

· the work in producing an adoption and permanence manual for use within the agency

· the need to create capacity within the departmental training programme to consider the issues of permanence work

· the need for local provision for independent counselling for birth parents where the department is engaged in contested legal proceedings

· reorganisation of the management arrangements for family placement services with one County Operations Manager managing the four teams in the County.  As a result of this change, coupled with the profile given to placement choice within Quality Protects, a review of services was to be undertaken by the British Agency for Adoption and Fostering.  It was noted that the outcome of this review would be reported to the Committee at a future meeting.

It was resolved unanimously:


(i)
That the annual Adoption and Permanance Report be accepted as a 

statement of departmental activity and forwarded to the Department of Health;

(ii)
That the report on the year’s activities, and development issues in this service area, be noted.

95.
NATIONAL CARERS STRATEGY

Under the National Carers Strategy, the County Council had been allocated additional ring-fenced funding to spend on services to support carers over the coming three years.  The Committee gave consideration to proposals for utilising the additional funding which could only be spent on adult community care services.


The Cambridgeshire Carers Plan had been compiled following extensive consultation with carers, including the two Carers’ Consortia and with Health Service representatives.


The key objectives of the Cambridgeshire Carers Plan were:

· improvement in information dissemination to carers

· the creation of a flexible respite care fund and booking system

· improved training opportunities for informal carers 

· a better system for carers assessment

· an increase in the volume of sitting services

· implementation of the Government’s quality standards, when produced

· more support for young carers.


Members welcomed the opportunity to provide more support for carers but expressed some concern about whether the funding would be renewed at the end of the three year period.


The Committee also considered a proposal to explore ways in which the Princess Royal Trust for Carers could work with the Cambridge, South and East Cambridgeshire Consortium to run the Hilltop Carers Centre which had not yet developed to full capacity.  The advantages of the proposal were that it would bring expertise and advice as well as some additional funding through the Princess Royal Trust’s fundraising activities.

It was resolved unanimously:



(i)
that the proposed plan for the allocation of the Carers Grant, and for 

enhancing services and support for carers, be approved;



(ii)
that further work on the development of the Hilltop Carers Centre, and links 

with the Princess Royal Trust in developing services across the whole of Cambridgeshire be approved, subject to consultation with Group Spokesmen on the detailed arrangements.

96.
PREVENTION STRATEGY


The Committee considered a report on a proposed Prevention Strategy drawn up in the light of the Prevention Grant which had been made available by the Government for developing preventative services for adults at risk of losing their independence.  


The Strategy had been drawn up in consultation with partners.  It represented a start of a process upon which could be built improved partnership working, making more effective connections across commissioning activities and between service providers.


The Committee noted the schemes which were to be funded through the Prevention Grant and the way spending would be spread across the three year period.   Relatively small amounts of the grant would be used directly by Social Services Department - more would be utilised by the voluntary sector and other agencies.


Members discussed the proposed strategy and commented on:

· the extent to which the number of elderly people in the County were likely to increase, and the need to constantly update predictions;

· the absence from the Strategy of any proposal to reinstate the Home Help Service which it was felt could play a significant part in prevention.  However, it was recognised that the resources needed to reinstate this service would exceed the whole of the Prevention Grant funding and more.   

It was resolved unanimously:


That the Prevention Strategy be endorsed.

97.
REVIEW OF LOAN SCHEMES


The Committee considered a report proposing amendments to schemes for the provision of financial assistance to foster carers and for adaptations to the homes of people with a disability, under the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act.


In relation to the Foster Carers Loans Scheme, amendments were necessary in order to exclude foster carers who adopt children; and to regulate interest charges which could be imposed once a borrower ceased to be a foster carer.


Amendments to the scheme under the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act were also required to introduce a limit on interest rates charged and in both schemes it was proposed to introduce an arrangement whereby loans up to £5,000 were subject to a promissory note and not subject to a legal charge on property.

It was resolved unanimously:


That the proposed changes to the schemes be approved as set out in the report and the Social Services Operational Instructions amended accordingly.

98.
INSPECTION OF CHILD PROTECTION SERVICES - PROGRESS WITH 

IMPLEMENTATION OF ACTION PLAN


The Director of Social Services reported on the progress being made in implementing the action plan prepared in response to the SSI inspection of the Department's Child Protection Services.


The overall picture was that good progress had been made in addressing all areas of the action plan, but that work was still on-going to make further improvements.   Particular reference was made to:

· the improvements made to staffing levels and the continuing efforts in recruitment

· unallocated cases which remained, particularly where teams were still under strength 

· the case conferencing system and the improvements in attendance by representatives of other agencies

· the progress made in quality assurance

· the active training programme.


It was resolved unanimously:

(i) That the progress on the implementation of the action plan be noted;



(ii)
That a further report on the implementation of the action plan and the 

development of child protection services be presented to the Committee in April 2000.

99.
QUALITY PROTECTS MANAGEMENT ACTION PLAN - PROGRESS IN 

IMPLEMENTATION
In January 1999, the Committee had received a report detailing progress on the production of the Quality Protects Management Action Plan for Cambridgeshire Social Services.  The Plan reflected the Government’s major three year programme for transforming the management and delivery of Social Services for children and had been accepted by the Department of Health.

The Committee gave consideration to the progress made in the context of the priority areas identified by the Government which were:

· placement choice for children needing to be looked after by the local authority, where there had been only limited progress in reducing the number of children looked after, with the number of foster carers being at full stretch

· assessment, care planning and recording, in respect of which good progress had been made with the recently published assessment framework for children’s services and the development of monitoring systems for the quality of work


· life chances of children looked after, in respect of which the Public Parent Steering Group had been established and progress had been made in a number of areas


· leaving care, which was the subject of a Best Value Review reported to the Performance Review Panel at a recent meeting


· communicating and listening to children, in relation to which a rights and advocacy service was being developed


· management information where there remained gaps in the supply of information on a routine basis.  Improvements were expected as a result of participating in the Children in Need Census in February 2000


· quality assurance and audit, in respect of which substantial progress had been made in developing practice standards


· delivering change, in respect of which work was being done with staff on development of attitudes, skills and competencies.


It was noted that an amended draft of the action plan would be submitted to the meeting of the Committee in January 2000.

It was resolved unanimously:



That the report be noted.

100.
PERFORMANCE REVIEW PANEL ANNUAL REPORT


The Committee considered a report on the work of the Social Services Performance Review Panel (PRP) during 1998/99 and the outline work programme for 1999/2000.


Since the last annual report had been prepared, the Social Services PRP had met on four occasions and had considered a range of issues, including:

· Social Services revised management information

· the role of the PRP in the delivery of the Council’s Best Value programme

· a detailed analysis of Social Services Corporate Performance Indicator Targets for 1998/99 and subsequent years

· an analysis of Quality Protects with specific reference to the role that councillors have in securing the care and protection of children

· the Social Services Information Strategy for 1999/2000 and a subsequent report on progress with the initiative to improve the quality of data recorded by staff on the Social Services Information Database.


Work for the coming year included continued consideration of reports on the three stages of each best value review;  examination of performance measures - both on an annual basis and in relation to specific areas;  and reviews of individual topics by two or three members of the Panel who would then report back to a future meeting on issues of service quality and performance.

It was resolved unanimously:



That the report be noted.

101.
EXEMPTION FROM STANDING ORDERS RELATING TO CONTRACTS


The Committee received details of a decision to approve an exemption from Standing Orders in relation to the Cambridgeshire Advocacy Rights and Independent Visitors Service for Children and Young People.  It was intended to negotiate a contract with one supplier without seeking tenders, although the value of the contract exceeded the European Union threshold.   Following consultation with the Social Services Group Spokespersons, the proposal to negotiate the contract without seeking tenders and to make an exemption from Standing Orders as to Contracts had been approved.

It was resolved unanimously:



That the report be noted.








Chairman
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