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CHILDREN AND FAMILIES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY 
COMMITTEE

MINUTES of a meeting of the Children and Families Overview and Scrutiny Committee held on 
Friday 17 November 2017 at the Cabinet Suite - Shire Hall, Gloucester.

PRESENT:
Charlotte Blanch
Dr Richard Castle
Cllr Chris Coleman
Cllr Stephen Davies
Cllr Joe Harris
Cllr Andrew Miller

Cllr Loraine Patrick
Ambassador for Vulnerable Children &  
Young People
Cllr Alan Preest
Cllr Brian Robinson (Chairman)
Cllr Jack Williams
Cllr Lesley Williams MBE

Officers in attendance: Neelam Bhardwaja - Interim Director of Operations and 
Improvement 
Suzanne Hall - Finance Business Partner
Eugene O'Kane – Head of Families, Communities and Partnerships
Justin Grisman – Employment Advisor
Colin Pritchard – Family Support Worker
Issy Trevail – Family Group Conference Coordinator
Sarah Murphy – Service Lead for Family Support

21. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 
Richard Castle declared a personal interest as a governor at Gastrells Community Primary 
School. 

Charlotte Blanch declared a personal interest as an adoptive parent, and Headteacher of 
the Catholic School of St Gregory the Great.

22. MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETINGS - 14 AND 25 SEPTEMBER 2017 
The minutes of the meeting on Thursday 14 and Monday 25 September 2017 were agreed 
as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

23. EARLY HELP IN GLOUCESTERSHIRE - FAMILIES FIRST PLUS 
23.1 The committee was pleased to welcome the Head of Families, Communities and 

Partnerships, the Service Lead for Family Support and an Employment Advisor, a Family 
Support Worker and a Family Group Conference Coordinator, to the meeting to discuss 
Early Help. (For information the presentation slides were uploaded to the council website 
and included in the minute book.)

23.2 The committee was aware that early intervention and prevention were important factors in 
supporting children and families; and wanted to gain a more detailed understanding of early 
help support in the county.

23.3 The committee was informed that Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance 
(2015) stated that ‘providing early help is more effective in promoting the welfare of children 
than reacting later. Early help means providing support as soon as a problem emerges, at 
any point in a child’s life, from the foundation years through to the teenage years’. It was 
explained that it was important to understand that early help was not a specific service – 
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but was the help and support provided by a range of agencies including schools, health, 
children and family centres, voluntary sector etc.  Early help involves identifying  what was 
needed and putting together a plan of support around the family, and ensuring activity was 
coordinated between  the council and partners. 

23.4 The Ofsted inspection (2017) findings on early help were positive and reported that ‘the 
restructuring of services  on a locality basis means that early help is becoming more 
responsive to local need; increasing numbers of children have an early help plan; and, 
social workers report that they have a clearer understanding of the services available for 
children and young families’. 

23.5 Members were informed that there were currently around 2000 referrals a month to the 
children’s services ‘front door’. The ‘front door’ has been reconfigured this year to improve 
the process for customers, to enable timely decision making for children (within 24 hours). 
Members questioned whether the flow through the ‘front door’ was analysed so that there 
was an understanding of the type of referrals, for example, whether they met the threshold 
for help, whether they were repeat referrals. In response it was explained that this was the 
rationale for the re-shape that work was currently underway to enable better analysis of the 
data.

23.6 Members were concerned as to whether it was clear how to make a referral. It was 
confirmed that the ‘front door’ telephone number has been widely publicised and a lot has 
been done to ensure that partners knew where to go to get help/advice. It was still the case 
that the majority of contacts to the front door do not require a response from social care 
and that these were the children and families who were re-directed to our early help 
services.

23.7 The Employment Advisor informed members that he was employed by the DWP but was 
co-located within the council as part of the Troubled Families programme. This role 
provided financial expertise and a full understanding of the benefits system, and aimed to 
ensure that families were on a stable financial footing. Significantly the Employment 
Advisor could spend more intensive time with a family than they would be able to receive at 
a Job Centre. The Advisor discussed anonymised cases with the committee to 
demonstrate the positive impact that this approach could have on a family situation. This 
included work on parental aspirations (including thinking about employment options) as 
part of a whole family approach. 

23.8 Members discussed that that there was a view that for some people getting back into 
employment was not a priority. This was acknowledged and it was commented that the 
benefits system did not always help in this respect. However for many families employment 
was about setting a positive example for their children, about aspiration. It was important to 
note that the impact of this type of intervention may  only be evident in the longer term 
e.g.in breaking into the inter-generational cycle.

23.9 In response to a question it was explained that the universal credit system would roll out in 
Gloucestershire in February 2018. Those already on benefits would not be affected until 
2019. The committee was informed that a lot of work has taken place with partners, 
including housing landlords, to inform them of what universal credit would mean for them. 
There was a concern across the board with regard to being able to pay the rent. It was 
clarified that care leavers were exempt from universal credit and would still receive housing 
benefit. 

23.10 Members questioned whether there was still careers advice available within schools. The 
committee was informed that the DWP has a schools liaison officer who organised job fairs 
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and career development opportunities. It was noted that careers advice began at year 7. 
Members were also informed that the Roman Catholic Diocese of Clifton asked its schools 
to hold an Aspirations Week. It was commented that this issue should be a whole family 
approach and start at an early age. However, it was noted that responsibility for this matter 
would be down to individual schools.

23.11 The committee was informed that neglect was a factor in many cases. It was important to 
understand that this did not necessarily need to be managed within the social care system, 
but rather was about putting support into the family at the right time. 

23.12 The family group conference process was explained. This was about empowering the 
family to identify and provide their own solutions to their situation. Professionals were 
involved in this process but the focus was on the family coming up with the plan and being 
supported by professionals. Children had a significant part in this process. If they did not 
feel able to attend the conference then an advocate would represent them. This work was 
integral in trying to prevent the need for social care intervention.  

23.13 Resources were a factor in this work. Members questioned whether there were 
recruitment/retention issues and whether there was a morale issue. In response members 
were informed that turnover was minimal; people tended to stay in post. It was also 
explained that family support workers in Families First Plus  have been  supported to 
achieve NVQ Level 4 qualifications.  It had been recognised that given the very specific set 
of skills required for this work that there had been  limited career pathways  and that 
management resources had been stretched. A re-shape  of line management within 
Families First Plus  had  been undertaken which would provide benefits in terms of support 
for families, clarity of management and improve career options. It was anticipated that the 
benefits of the new structure would be apparent over the short term.  

23.14 It was questioned how success was measured. It was acknowledged that measuring the 
success of prevention  was a complex area with a focus on building longer term support 
around the family.  However, factors such as reducing demand, fewer re-referrals into 
social care  and obtaining feedback from families were  important.  The progress of 
individual families was measured using an outcomes framework which tracked a number of 
indicators including school attendance, improvements in health issues, reductions in 
domestic abuse and improvements in parenting. The same outcomes framework is in use 
in Children and Family Centres so we were able to track the progress of families in the 
same way.  It was also explained that there was a new ICT system in place (the Early Help 
Module in Liquid Logic) used by both Council and Children and Family Centre teams and 
that work was underway with the performance team to develop a dashboard of information 
to measure success.

23.15 There remained concern that there could be families in the county that needed help that 
were not known to services. The committee was informed that it would be unlikely that 
these families were not engaging with services even if they had not come through the early 
help ‘front door’. The committee was also informed that officers worked very closely with a 
range of partners including schools and health services as well as the community 
connectors employed by District Councils.

23.16 The committee welcomed this work, but would want to get a more evidenced-based 
understanding as to whether the restructuring of the service has created a better system for 
children and their families; that decisions were being made within the required timeline; that 
there was a better understanding of the data and what this was telling us about our children 
and families; and in particular whether this was making a real change to families.
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24. OFSTED IMPROVEMENT LETTER OCTOBER 2017 
24.1 The committee had a detailed discussion regarding the content of this letter. A significant 

discussion point related to the recruitment and retention of social workers. This was an 
issue that would not be resolved quickly. The council was drawing on the same pool as 
neighbouring authorities, who have also been judged to be inadequate. Work was in place 
to create an attractive recruitment package. It was noted that additional social workers had 
been recruited but that another 10 were still required to bring the workforce up to full 
strength.

24.2 The issues relating to the recruitment and retention of social workers were also a factor 
with regard to the size of caseloads. The committee was informed that caseloads had 
reduced significantly since the inspection, but were still not at the level that the council 
would want them to be. The Interim Director of Operations and Improvement reviewed 
unallocated cases and those allocated to managers on a weekly basis. The Director was 
clear that when Ofsted returned in January 2018 she did not want to see any unallocated 
cases.

24.3 Members were concerned to read that although our social workers knew and understood 
the children and families they worked with, that they were not recording the information 
appropriately on the system. The Director explained that this was part of practice 
improvement – ensuring that the social work teams understood what a good assessment 
looked like. It was stated that the experience and expertise of the council’s improvement 
partner would support and improve practice and inform a better understanding of what 
good practice looked like. 

24.4 In response to a question members were informed that the letter indicated that morale was 
improving, but that sustained improvement would take time. From the following week all 
heads of service would be based in the locality, and would only come to Shire Hall for 
management meetings. Principal and Consultant Social Workers were now also locality 
based. The Director has visited all localities and also responded personally to any (staff) 
complaints that she received.

24.5 There was concern that Ofsted were reporting that the Police were sending referrals in in 
batches. The Director informed the committee that she had discussed this with the Police 
who indicated that this was happening some time ago and was not the practice when 
Ofsted inspected the council. The Police were on the Improvement Board. The Police had 
also received an equally damning inspection (HMIC National Child Protection Inspections 
February 2017) and wanted to work closely with the council.

24.6 With regard to templates the committee was informed that those used by the council’s 
improvement partner were now being used by social workers. 

24.7 A member of the committee commented that this letter and the performance data 
suggested that the council was slowly moving in the right direction. The Director informed 
the committee that it was a challenge managing the mixed messages received by the 
council. On the one hand it was stated that there was not a quick fix solution and that the 
improvement journey could take up to three years, but then feedback was received that the 
pace was too slow. The Ofsted inspection clearly stated what was required and this 
remained the focus. The safety of children and young people was a paramount concern.

24.8 The committee was clear that it would wish to have a detailed discussion on each 
improvement letter as it was received. 
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24.9 At the committee meeting in June 2017 some members indicated that the previous Cabinet 
Member (now no longer a member of this council) should be invited to committee to 
respond to questions as to whether he had been aware of the issues in children’s services 
identified in the Ofsted Inspection report before the Inspection. These members reiterated 
their request. Other members questioned what was to be gained from this exercise and 
that it was better to focus on going forward; on the improvement journey. The majority of 
the committee abstained from the vote on this matter and the proposal was therefore 
carried by three votes.
ACTION: Andrea Clarke

25. IMPROVEMENT BOARD - UPDATE 
In response to questions the Cabinet Member for Children and Yong People explained 
that:-

 The remote working facility was not about social workers working from home but 
rather equipping them to be better able to record their work when visiting children 
and families

 That the social worker recruitment package was due to be with him in December 
2017

 That the appointment process for the senior posts was ongoing, and 
 That the good practice brought into the council by the Interim Director posts would 

remain.

26. PERFORMANCE MONITORING 
26.1 The committee was informed that the Leadership Team was working to ensure that 

performance monitoring was embedded at team level. Performance surgeries have been 
held, and team managers were being trained to improve their understanding of what this 
meant for their teams. 

26.2 Members noted that the performance report did show that there was improvement against 
some indicators and that the drift in the system relating to assessments has been 
addressed in the majority of teams; and the number of unallocated cases has significantly 
reduced. 

26.3 The performance report was clear that there were concerns with regard to the Stroud and 
Cheltenham locality teams. Going forward the committee would need to ensure that this 
situation improved.

27. QUALITY ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK - HOW AUDITS ARE BEING DONE 
27.1 The committee agreed that this report presented a very unsatisfactory picture of practice. 

Members agreed that quality audits should be an integral part of practice and agreed that 
to see that this was not embedded within the culture was disappointing. 

27.2 The committee would be expecting to see an improvement in this area in future reports.

28. REVENUE MONITORING 
28.1 The Business Finance Partner gave a detailed presentation of this report. Significant costs 

for those children with complex needs remained a particular concern.

28.2 In response to a question it was explained that the costs relating to the Children’s Services 
Improvement Plan were being drawn partly from transformation reserves and partly from 
the children’s services budget. Work was continuing with regard to identifying future costs 
relating to this area of work.
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28.3 It was also explained that the slippage relating to the IRIS project (Intensive Recovery and 
Intervention Service) was because a property had yet to be identified.

CHAIRMAN

Meeting concluded at 1.15 pm


