
1

COUNTY COUNCIL – 28 June 2017
PUBLIC QUESTIONS 

1. Questioner’s name: Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

Children’s services being judged inadequate in 2011 and again in 
2017, the Ofsted report is very clear that “children’s services is 
failing to protect children and families” given the number of years 
this service has been failing, how many children and families have 
been effected during this time?

It is not acceptable that any child is left potentially exposed to risks 
and I accept that we need to do more to improve our safeguarding 
practice. As I have said before there is no more area of our business 
that is more important than protecting our most vulnerable children. 
This is also a shared endeavour which involves all agencies and 
partners in the county; I am therefore pleased to see CBC taking such 
an active interest.

In 2012 Children’s Social Care was graded as adequate and I am 
aware from reviewing Scrutiny minutes that concerns were being 
raised by Senior Officers regarding increasing demand, high 
caseloads for social workers and our ability to respond within 
established timescales in January 2016.

The feedback from Ofsted identifies that practice is variable across 
social care teams and our focus will needs to be on addressing the 
consistency and improving the timeliness of our work. Children’s 
social care is a large complex service with a number of teams working 
across the county; the inspection identified significant weaknesses 
but also areas of better or good practice. We obviously need to build 
on the areas of strength including adoption and fostering, disabled 
children and some of our work with children in Care. 

We must all be aware that these services are challenging to provide 
with a number of pressures experienced by all local authorities. 
Nationally the number of referrals to Children’s Social Care and the 
children in Care has risen steadily over the last 10 years. Locally we 
have seen an increase of 11% in the number of Children in Care 
since 2016. As Ofsted told us the children we were taking into Care 
needed that level of protection the additional investment in more 
social workers and in residential provision such as the IRIS project 
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must be welcomed by all of us. Unfortunately it takes time for that 
investment to have impact, and I do welcome the support of all of our 
partners. 

In terms of numbers of children I can only respond in relation to the 
cases referred to the authority during the Ofsted inspection. Ofsted 
reviewed 179 cases and referred 25 cases to the authority for review 
of which 8 cases were considered to be concerning. However on 
reviewing these cases no children were felt to be so significantly at 
risk as to require removal into care immediately. 

2. Questioner’s name: Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

What changes have been put in place to ensure that social 
workers are 
a) visiting children who are living with their family often enough; 
and
b) recording the outcomes of these visits accurately?
c) How can we be sure that appropriate action is being taken?

I recognise that we need to improve the quality of our social work 
practice in Gloucestershire. There is a national shortage of social 
workers and this has resulted in us recruiting a high number of newly 
qualified staff. Currently 50% of our social workers have less than 2 
years experience. We absolutely welcome our enthusiastic, 
committed new members of staff but recognise that they need good 
support to develop into confident practitioners. This has impacted on 
our ability to provide high quality services for our children. 

Ofsted noted (para 37) that almost all children subject to a child 
protection or child in need plan are visited by social workers in 
accordance with their plans. However, the frequency of visits is not 
always consistent with the level of identified need. 

This is a consequence of high demand for services, high caseloads 
for social workers and inexperience in determining the frequency of 
visits in relation to risk. 

The council has invested £3.7m in frontline staff to support us to 
reduce caseloads and overtime this will ensure that we can build an 
experienced workforce.

We have appointed a new senior team within Children’s Services with 
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expertise in social care improvement. They are driving improvements 
in practice and ensuring actions are undertaken in a timely manner. It 
is important to note that improvements will take time to embed and we 
are seeking to priorities our actions on children most at risk.

We are establishing an Improvement Board that will be chaired by our 
Department of Education Improvement Adviser John Goldup. This 
board will have responsibility for reviewing the quality and 
performance of Children’s Social Care.

Ofsted will also undertake quarterly monitoring visits which will 
provide transparent feedback to the council and partners about 
progress. 

3. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

What is the council doing to address the high turnover of social 
workers, which is identified as a factor influencing the level of care 
afforded vulnerable children?

In January 2016 we recognised the pressures on our social workers 
and the increase in demand for services. This issue was picked up by 
the Children and Young People’s Scrutiny Committee and a scrutiny 
task group was established. Their report was considered by Cabinet 
in November 2015 and can be accessed on the county council 
website. The task group met with frontline staff to understand the 
issues they face, looked at practice elsewhere and concluded that the 
main issues to address was retention. They made a number of 
recommendations including the need to keep a focus on recruitment 
activity and the parity of pay, a suggestion that good practice should 
be overtly recognised and progression routes encouraged. They also 
concluded that caseloads would not be reduced without a substantial 
increase in the number of social workers and recommended 
additional investment.

All of these recommendations have been implemented. I was pleased 
to attend a social work awards evening early on in my Lead Cabinet 
Member role. It was immediately evident to me that personal 
recognition for staff and teams made a real difference. 
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As a consequence the last council agreed to invest £3.7m in new 
social worker posts between 2016 and 2018. We are midway through 
that process. There is a national shortage of social workers and 
therefore it has been challenging to recruit qualified and experienced 
staff. As the Ofsted itself reports our turnover rates are similar to the 
national average. However, 50% of our workforce now has less than 
2 years experience and we therefore have to phase recruitment to 
enable us to train and develop staff. We also know that front line 
managers are less experienced and confident as a result of this rapid 
workforce expansion.

Another concern identified by the Scrutiny Task Group was the 
reliance on agency staff. We have also been actively working with 
neighbouring LAs across the South West to introduce a protocol 
which manages use of these staff. The protocol covers rates of pay 
and, for example, prevents LAs from taking on agency staff who have 
left a LA in the previous 6 months. Other regions have had 
considerable success in both reducing use of agency staff and 
improving the calibre of these workers over time. 
Our turnover during 2016/17 was 18.3% compared to 15.1% 
nationally (last DfE published result).  

There are multiple factors which influence why and when social 
workers stay with an organisation. The current position with the 
shortage of social workers across the country means there is a range 
of research we can learn from.

The top factors are consistently:

 volume of caseload

 work life balance

 a supportive environment which enables social workers 
to grow and develop good practice

 clear career progression opportunities.
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We have been proactive in our approach to recruitment and retention 
but we know we need to do more. Our new Head of Human 
Resources and Interim Director of Improvement and Operational 
Services have experience of addressing similar issues in Birmingham 
and Haringey and they will be leading our recruitment and retention 
strategy. 

4. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

How is challenge being encouraged? How are senior managers 
responding to the criticism outlined in the report?

Senior Leaders fully accept the findings of the Ofsted report and 
recognise that they now need to focus on improving practice in social 
care. 

We are strengthening internal challenge from support services 
through wider ownership of the improvement plan including the 
Corporate Management Team, Strategy and Performance team and 
Human Resources.

I have asked the Chair of the Children’s Safeguarding Board to 
support us and the wider partnership to review our safeguarding 
practice including how organisations challenge each other on behalf 
of children. 

We are also working on improving the effectiveness of internal 
challenge from independent reviewing officers (who chair Children in 
Care reviews) and Managers who chair child protection case 
conferences. Having open and respectful discussions about 
professional disagreements which result in improvements in 
outcomes for children is at the heart of good challenge.

It would be my hope that we can replicate respectful challenge that 
has a positive benefit for children in the member arena and with 
partners too. 
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5. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles 

Ofsted 2017 inspection report findings page 30, point 98,
 “an unprecedented number of staff anonymously raised concerns 
with the inspectors about the culture of bullying and blame that is 
prevalent in children’s social care. Senior managers have not been 
able to support an environment in which healthy challenge is 
consistently evident and social work practice is allowed to flourish”
This type of culture and practice is highly corrosive for the mental 
health of staff whom were subjected to years of abuse, what 
welfare & support measures are being put in place for staff?

It is critical that we provide a healthy working environment for all of 
our staff. Having visited some of our teams I have found committed 
and passionate staff who feel that they receive good support from 
their managers. However from the Ofsted report I recognise that this 
is not the case across all of our social care teams and this is a cause 
for concern.

Following the inspection we undertook an immediate independent 
review, all staff within teams where issues were identified by 
inspectors were written to and invited to talk to an independent HR 
consultant.  The recommendations from this review are being taken 
forward. The Head of Human Resources will be working closely with 
Senior Officers to look at how we create a supportive environment for 
all staff to thrive. 

All staff have been informed about the Employee Assistance 
Programme that is available to them and have been encouraged to 
use the council’s whistleblowing policy.

I will be personally visiting our frontline social work teams to listen to 
staff and to understand their concern and we will be announcing 
further changes in these areas later in the meeting.

6. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

Given that this leadership team has presided over the most 
unprecedented failure in the history of GCC children’s services, is 
it appropriate that senior managers identified in the report by 
Ofsted are given a retirement package, allowed to resign or even 
moved to a different role within GCC without any form of internal / 
external transparent public review or enquiry?

Should this leadership team have been held accountable for their 

My absolute priority is to improve the quality of care for children at risk 
in this county.  That needed swift action to establish a new leadership 
team and move this forward immediately.  That is what we have done.
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actions, in an open, public and transparent enquiry?

7. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

How have issues been reported to scrutiny committees since 
2011? What assurances with reference to serious case reviews 
were given? What happened in relation to undertakings given? 
Was this reported to back to the scrutiny committee, or to relevant 
GCC councillors?

I have reviewed the Scrutiny papers for the last 12 months and I can 
assure you that the committee has received information regarding the 
performance and challenges facing our children’s social care. This 
has included performance in relation to re referrals, children on child 
protection, increase in demand for services, increases in the numbers 
of children coming into care and as a result workforce pressures. 

Ofsted noted in its inspections report (para 107):
“Cross-party overview and scrutiny arrangements focus on key 
issues of performance, for example the recruitment and 
retention of staff, and the views of the workforce on how to 
improve practice.”

The Chair of the Safeguarding Board attended Scrutiny committee on 
several occasions, including presenting the Board’s annual report. 
The report always makes reference to serious case reviews that have 
been completed or are ongoing. 

The Gloucestershire Children’s Safeguarding Board has responsibility 
for undertaking Serious Case Reviews and ensuring that the learning 
from serious case reviews is implemented across the partnership.  
The Board has an effective alert system which anyone can sign up to 
which informs professionals about changes in process or procedure, 
training events and also serious case reviews. Some members of 
Scrutiny Committee chose to participate in this alert system to ensure 
they were receiving direct information about safeguarding activity. 
The Board also runs annual roadshows in each district and, again, 
these are open to a wide range of professionals, community groups 
and some members have attended. 

The Ofsted inspection of the GSCB concluded that:
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“Robust processes are in place to consider and undertake 
serious case reviews.” (para 125)

“The progress of serious case reviews and the completion of 
subsequent multi-agency recommendations are appropriately 
monitored and reported to the board.” (para 126)

The Ofsted Recommendation (para 114) states that the GSCB needs 
to:

“Hold partners to account for evaluating the impact on practice 
of the learning from serious case reviews”.

This will need to be addressed by the GSCB in their Ofsted 
Improvement Plan.

The Chair of the Safeguarding Board will be a member of the 
Department for Education Improvement Board and will hold social 
care senior leaders to account for this action. 

8. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

During the 2011 to 2017 period there were a number of serious 
case reviews undertaken involving children, should there be a 
review of these cases as the reports written, recommendations 
made and action plans drawn up may now need to be revisited in 
the cold light of the catastrophic senior leadership failings identified 
in the Ofsted report?

The Gloucestershire Children’s Safeguarding Board has responsibility 
for the Serious Case Reviews. Serious Case Reviews are undertaken 
independently of children’s social care, have an independent author 
and are overseen by a review group consisting of all agencies. They 
are quality assured and agreed by Safeguarding Board. 

The Ofsted inspection of the GSCB concluded that,

“Robust processes are in place to consider and undertake 
serious.” (para 125)
“The progress of serious case reviews and the completion of 
subsequent multi-agency recommendations are appropriately 
monitored and reported to the board.” (para 126)
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The Ofsted Recommendation para 114 states that the GSCB needs 
to;

“Hold partners to account for evaluating the impact on practice 
of the learning from serious case reviews”.

This will need to be addressed by the GSCB in their Ofsted 
Improvement Plan.

Several, although not all, of the reviews identify similar issues to 
those commented on by inspectors. They are comprehensive in their 
analysis of what happened and what can be learnt – which is their 
purpose. Rather than re-examining the past I want officers and staff to 
focus on getting it right now.

9. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Richard Boyles

Inspectors found that services for children in Gloucestershire have 
deteriorated since the last inadequate inspection in February 2011. 
This means that children who needed help and protection did not 
always have the right help, at the right time, to keep them safe. 
How is GCC going to regain public trust in children’s services?

The last inspection of children’s safeguarding services was in 2012 
when services were found to be adequate. An Ofsted inspection of 
services for children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 
in 2016 was positive.

I recognise that we will need to rebuild trust and confidence in our 
frontline social care teams. 

The only way to do that will be firstly to listen to what people tell us, 
including children and young people and I am pleased that our 
Ambassadors will be able to help us. Then we need to work closely 
with staff to rebuild their morale and confidence so that they are 
working more effectively and responsively with families. That will take 
time but we have brought in some experienced managers to help this 
process.
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Finally trust and confidence will return once our local teams are 
responding well to children, there is good engagement with partners 
and we are making the most of community based support to keep 
families away from needing specialist services. This will always be a 
high risk area and our staff will need our continued support. 

I do not under estimate the size of this task or the length of time it will 
take but I am confident we can achieve the necessary changes.

10. Questioner’s name:  Peter Jeffries Respondent’s name: Cllr Mark Hawthorne 

Will the leader of the council give the residents of Gloucestershire 
an open, transparent, independent and public review, considering 
the findings of the Ofsted report?

The Ofsted report is an open, transparent and independent review.  
Of course, I will fully support the scrutiny process in taking this issue 
forward.  We will no doubt discuss this issue in detail in the 
emergency meeting which follows this one.

11. Questioner’s name:  Andrew McKinlay Respondent’s name: Cllr Nigel Moor
Phase 3 of the Cheltenham Transport Plan is due to start in June 
2017. 

The delivery of this much needed, Government funded, 
infrastructure improvement has been delayed on several 
occasions.
 
Given the previous concerns raised about the Highways 
departments ability to deliver on its commitments in relation to this 
and other schemes. Can the cabinet member reassure the council; 
that there will be no further delays in the implementation of this 
scheme and that the target date of June 2017 for phase 3 
implementation and October 2017 for phase 4 will be met?

The Council is ready to begin the delivery of the Phase 3 works for 
Cheltenham Borough Council, but this has been delayed due to 
building development works near Boots corner where the hoardings 
protecting the works are blocking access to the highway and planned 
utility works by Western Power on Clarence Street and Clarence 
Parade. Although the utility works are due to be completed by the end 
of July, the hoardings are not due to be removed until the end of 
September. Works will begin on Phase 3 in late September or early 
October.  The County Council would be grateful of any practical 
assistance from CBC in encouraging the developer to provide access 
to the highway earlier.


