
- 1 -

CHILDREN AND FAMILIES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY 
COMMITTEE

MINUTES of a meeting of the Children and Families Overview and Scrutiny Committee held on 
Friday 7 June 2019 at the Council Chamber - Shire Hall, Gloucester.

PRESENT:
Dr Richard Castle
Cllr Chris Coleman
Cllr Stephen Davies
Cllr Bernard Fisher
Cllr Colin Hay

Cllr Dr Andrew Miller
Ambassadors for Vulnerable Children & Young  
People
Cllr Brian Robinson (Chairman)
Cllr Lesley Williams MBE

Also in attendance: Andy Dempsey - Director Partnerships and Strategy
Suzanne Hall - Finance Business Partner
Andrew Ireland – Chair, Gloucestershire Improvement Board
Cllr Richard Boyles - Cabinet Member Children’s Safeguarding and 
Early Years

Apologies: Charlotte Blanch, Cllr Alan Preest and Cllr Loraine Patrick

24. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 
No declarations of interest were received.

25. OFSTED IMPROVEMENT LETTER (FROM 30 APRIL/1 MAY 2019 MONITORING 
VISIT) 

25.1 Cllr Richard Boyles, Cabinet Member Children’s Safeguarding and Early Years, informed 
the committee that progress was being made, but not at the pace that was needed. There 
were still weaknesses in teams, particularly in Safeguarding and Assessment, due to the 
level of churn. It had also been difficult appointing people into management positions. To 
give context to this challenge the committee was informed that in the Cirencester and 
Stroud teams only one social worker was a permanent member of staff with the bulk of the 
teams being comprised of agency workers. 

25.2 Some members of the committee felt that the press release that the council had published 
in response to the Ofsted letter did not represent the reality of what Ofsted was saying. 
They felt that it was important to be more honest and open with the public and not 
misrepresent the council’s position to the public. There was also a concern as to the 
support given to the young person to help them understand that the council’s failure was 
neither their fault nor their responsibility. 

25.3 In response Cllr Boyles stated that it was important to reflect both sides when releasing a 
press release. He felt that the council was self aware and understood the challenges. 
Ofsted was clear in identifying what the council needed to do to improve; he respected 
Ofsted’s role, and agreed that the level of churn was too high and that what was needed 
was a stable workforce. 

25.4 The Director of Partnerships and Strategy acknowledged the concerns with regard to the 
workforce stability of social worker support to children and young people, but did feel that 
the continuity of care for the individual was improving, and members could expect 
performance to continue to improve if the workforce plans develop as expected. 



Minutes subject to their acceptance as a 
correct record at the next meeting

- 2 -

25.5 The Director acknowledged that the variably in practice and quality needed to reduce and 
that the service needed to up the pace of improvement. He reminded the committee that 
the Director of Children’s Services (DCS) had only been in place for a year, and questioned 
whether enough had been done in the first year post inspection. 

25.6 The Chair of the Gloucestershire Improvement Board informed the committee that the 
issue now was that measures had been put in place demonstrating that the council has the 
capability to make changes, but it now needed to demonstrate continuity. The level of 
churn was not helpful; in his experience churn was the most significant issue. 

25.7 In response to questions relating to the impact of the churn on the number of social 
workers that could become involved with a child the Director explained that the level of 
churn was not evenly distributed across children’s services; it was more prevalent in the 
safeguarding and assessment teams. This has had an impact on the number/timeliness of 
visits to children and young people. One of the Ambassadors for Vulnerable Children and 
Young People informed the committee that this was not good enough and that our children 
deserved more.

25.8 Members remain deeply concerned with regard to the level of churn and the impact that 
this could have on the child/young person. They impressed the need to ensure that there 
were robust recruitment and retention processes, and develop a culture of continuous 
improvement. Members were aware that that a lot of work has been invested in this area 
but questioned whether we had done enough. They also questioned whether social 
workers were able to contribute their own suggestions. 

25.9 In response the Director informed the committee that Human Resources worked closely 
with children’s services on this matter. Feedback from social workers was that they wanted 
good management oversight and supervision. This was confirmed through the exit 
interview process. It was important to be aware that pay scales were not necessarily the 
main barrier; it was more about the whole pay and benefits package. The Director accepted 
that there was not as yet a culture of continuous improvement in place. 

25.10 It was stated that the language around how we supported, referred to and spoke with our 
children in care needed to change. Committee members agreed that this aspect did need 
to improve. The committee welcomed the information that the Ambassadors were leading 
on this work.

25.11 The committee was aware that the Children’s Social Work Academy had opened on 24 
May 2019. It was expected that in the long term the Academy would make a real difference 
to the quality of practice and most importantly improve outcomes for our children and 
young people in care. 

25.12 Committee members requested a process map demonstrating the child’s journey through 
the system. Committee members were also reminded that they were welcome to visit the 
Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) to see how referrals were managed and question 
and talk with staff.
ACTION: Andy Dempsey (Post meeting note: Workflow process map was shared 
with committee members.)

25.13 Members of the committee were concerned that at this stage in the improvement journey 
Ofsted were still saying that we were moving too slowly.
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25.14 The Cabinet Member informed the committee that he, along with the DCS, regularly visited 
frontline teams. He was of the view that the visibility of management at the front line was 
good. 

25.15 The Director stated that performance was improving in some key areas, but acknowledged 
that improvement was still needed with regard to visits following initial contact. It would be 
important to shift these numbers; and we needed to be responsive and visible in our work.

25.16 A member stated that they agreed with the earlier comments regarding the mismatch 
between the Ofsted letter and the press release issued by the council. They understood the 
need to ensure that staff morale was not undermined but did think that the press release 
should have been more open. The Cabinet Member indicated that press releases were 
given due consideration and that he wanted them to be a fair reflection of what we were 
doing. He informed members that in the DCS’s view the phrasing used in the letter 
indicated that Ofsted were happier with what the council was now doing than previously. 

25.17 It was questioned whether the Children’s Services Senior Leadership Team (SLT) had set 
a date by which they would know that the service would be ‘good’; it was suggested by a 
member that it was important to have an identified date to work towards. Members were 
clear that the council could not afford another poor Ofsted outcome. The Director assured 
the committee that the SLT shared this concern. He also explained that the aspiration was 
not just to please Ofsted but to build a strong platform for vulnerable children and young 
people in the county over the longer term. He felt that Ofsted recognised that the right 
measures were now in place. However it was important to note that the year it took to get 
the new SLT in place was a risk. It was important to ensure that the building blocks were in 
place to develop confidence and continuity in the system; and acknowledged that the 
council was ‘up against it’ in terms of the timeline.

25.18 In response to further questions the Director explained that he was confident in the 
improvement journey. The Accelerated Improvement Plan had clear targets and timelines. 
If we could improve performance then we could enter the next inspection with greater 
confidence. He emphasised that the Ofsted Letter was clear what was required of the 
council.

25.19 Questions were asked with regard to the comments in the Ofsted Letter with regard to the 
impact that the high number of Police referrals has on the MASH, and therefore on other 
referrals. It was questioned whether the Police had a clear understanding of thresholds. In 
response it was explained that work was in place with the Police decision makers on this 
matter. Additional Police decision makers (trained in thresholds) had been placed in the 
MASH to better support the process. The Police representative at the meeting informed 
members that the Police did not want to place undue pressure on the MASH. The Police 
looked to learn from those incidents where the referral had not been helpful; they wanted to 
do good quality referrals. It was also clarified that ‘no further action’ did not mean that 
nothing had been done. 

25.20 The Director informed the committee that the threshold document had been refreshed and 
shared across all agencies. He also stated that the number of agencies ‘sitting’ in the 
MASH was increasing; the MASH was growing in its vision and scope. 

25.21 A committee member indicated their concern that amongst the management speak used 
this morning it seemed that the importance of the quality of care for vulnerable children and 
young people had not been discussed. They stated that putting a plan together for a child 
was ‘not rocket science’ and was concerned that the council had still not got this right. The 
Director acknowledged that the level of churn did not explain the poor quality of some work. 
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He felt that quality of practice was improving but we still not ‘there’ as yet; we needed 
consistency in quality. We wanted to ensure that all our children were safe and with a 
robust plan in place to support them.

26. IMPROVEMENT PARTNER - QUARTERLY PERFORMANCE REVIEW REPORT 
26.1 The Director Partnerships and Strategy gave a full presentation of the report. He stated that 

the report demonstrated that there was consensus between the council’s Improvement 
Partner and Ofsted. The committee were also informed that the council would soon be 
working with Hampshire County Council, which had an outstanding rating from Ofsted, on 
inspection preparation (Hampshire County Council has recently been inspected by Ofsted). 

26.2 A member drew attention to paragraph 1.5 of the report where it stated that ‘there was still 
anxiety and defensive practice in the system’. They questioned the use of the word 
‘defensive’ in this context. The Director explained that this could play out in different ways, 
for example, by being overly intrusive in the family setting. He also stated that in his view 
there was not a clear and succinct articulation of our values; that social workers were 
working with a set of tools but with no overall operational framework/practice model, 
although work to progress this was underway. Members agreed that it was important that 
practitioners had a clear and defined process to work to.  Members agreed that they would 
want to be kept up to date with progress in this area.

27. IMPROVEMENT BOARD UPDATE 
27.1 The Chair of the Improvement Board gave a detailed presentation of his report.  He 

assured the committee that he triangulated information between the frontline and the SLT. 
He explained that when he last met with the Improvement Board the Accelerated 
Improvement Plan had only just been implemented and he was expecting that this would 
deliver more traction in the system. He stated that the quality of the work undertaken by the 
Ambassadors for Vulnerable Children and Young People was a huge plus for the county. 
He acknowledged the impact of the level of churn on the system and that there would 
always necessarily be a time lag on performance data. He advised the committee that if the 
council addressed all the actions outlined in paragraph 4.7 of the report then the outcome 
of the next Ofsted inspection would be a success. 

27.2 Members of the committee reiterated their concerns with regard to the quality and audit 
process. They questioned whether comments and concerns raised regularly at committee 
meetings were being fed back into the process; they did not want to keep repeating 
themselves. The Chair of the Improvement Board stated that the fundamental purpose of a 
case file audit was to measure the progress and quality of the work, identify gaps and put 
things right. He shared his concern that remedial actions were not addressed quickly 
enough. 

27.3 In response to members concerns regarding the timeliness of performance reports to 
committee the Director informed members that officers were working to ensure that the 
committee would always receive the most up to date data possible. However the data 
validation process meant that there would necessarily be some delay.

27.4 Members were clear that the learning from the audit process should be shared across 
teams and hoped that this was happening. The Director agreed and did want to ensure that 
there was learning across teams.

27.5 Members reiterated their frustrations with audits and that actions were not being followed 
up promptly. They were also concerned that it seemed that there was a backlog of cases. 
The Chair of the Improvement Board informed members that he was not saying that there 
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was a backlog but that there were a lot of referrals coming into the system that needed to 
be processed. He felt that the legacy of past poor performance was still there, and he felt 
was likely to be there for some time. 

27.6 In response to questions the Chair of the Improvement Board informed members that he 
did meet with team managers, and felt that they were aligned with the improvement 
journey, and were doing their best to bring focus and order. He explained that there had 
been a lot of change in this cohort and that this was having an impact.

28. THIRD PARTY REVIEW (LGA AND PEOPLE TOO) REPORT 
28.1 The Director Partnerships and Strategy explained the context to the commissioning of this 

report. He informed the committee that as the report had originally been drafted in January 
2019 many of its recommendations had been progressed. Officers were looking to see 
whether there was anything in this report that was not already included in the improvement 
plans, and would provide an update to a future meeting.
ACTION: Andy Dempsey

29. QUALITY ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK: PROGRESS UPDATE REPORT 
29.1 The Director Partnerships and Strategy presented the report and assured the committee 

that the issues raised by members were fed back to teams. He acknowledged that actions 
were not being followed up as quickly as he would like. He explained that the audit tool was 
ponderous; people were finding it to be a real ‘slog’, and this was potentially impacting on 
quality and the number of returns; the audit tool needed to be refined.

29.2 With regard to activity against actions the committee was informed that the Head of Quality 
and Safeguarding (Children and Young People) was putting in place a panel to address 
this matter. It was important that there was more management grip to drive forward the 
improvement. 

29.3 Some members commented that early on in the process they were assured that identified 
issues were being addressed, but did not feel that this had actually happened. Although the 
process had been reformed it did not appear to have got any better. The Director informed 
the committee that in his view things had improved. He felt that standards were higher, but 
that dealing with the legacy issues had been challenging. He acknowledged that in the 
longer term what was required was sustainable and meaningful change. He did not agree 
with the view that the process was fundamentally flawed, but did agree that the audit tool 
needed to be refined. The Chair of the Improvement Board commented that it was 
important to focus more on the quality of the outcomes than be overly focused on the 
process.

29.4 The Director felt that the council was self aware; it was clear that the completion rate 
needed to be improved, and that follow up on actions improved. He emphasised that 
Ofsted had not recommended that the council should make any changes to the process.

30. PERFORMANCE MONITORING 
30.1 The Director Partnerships and Strategy presented the report. He explained that officers 

were working to produce a report that worked for all audiences. The report was structured 
such that it followed the child’s journey. The Director informed members that performance 
was improving in some critical areas.

30.2 Concern was expressed with regard to performance relating to missing children and child 
sexual exploitation (CSE). The Director agreed that members were right to be concerned. 
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There had been a dip in performance recently and it would be important to understand why. 
He informed the committee that the Over 11 service were leading on this issue.

30.3 The high level of use of section 20 orders was noted by members; this had previously been 
highlighted as an issue. The Director indicated that this implied something about our 
practice. Officers were working with the Legal team on this matter; there was also a 
session on this issue at the Social Work Academy this week.

31. REVENUE MONITORING 
31.1 The Finance Business Partner presented the report and highlighted that trends continued 

in the same direction as previously reported, the underlying reasons, and the actions in 
place to address the position. Pressures against the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) 
remained.

31.2 The committee continued to be concerned about the pressures on the budget, in particular 
the overspend relating to high cost placements. Members were aware of the activity in 
place to address this position, eg. the high cost panel. It was agreed that it was hoped that 
when Trevone House became operational that this would have a positive impact on the 
budget position.

31.3 The committee agreed that it would need to continue to monitor this situation.

CHAIRMAN

Meeting concluded at 12.25pm 


