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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 
Thursday 10 October 2019 at the Council Chamber - Shire Hall, Gloucester.

PRESENT:
Charlotte Blanch
Cllr Chris Coleman
Cllr Stephen Davies
Cllr Bernard Fisher

Cllr Colin Hay
Cllr Dr Andrew Miller
Cllr Loraine Patrick
Cllr Brian Robinson (Chairman)
Cllr Lesley Williams MBE (Vice-Chairman)

Others in attendance: Andy Dempsey - Director of Strategy and Partnerships
Rob England - Head of Quality and Assurance Children’s Services
Suzanne Hall - Finance Business Partner 
Chris Spencer – Director of Children’s Services 
Cllr Richard Boyles – Cabinet Member  Children’s Safeguarding and 
Early Years 

Apologies: Dr Richard Castle and Ambassador for Vulnerable Children and Young People

44. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 
Cllr Brian Robinson informed the meeting that he was no longer a foster carer, and that he 
was in the process of becoming a member of the Dene Magna Academy Trust.

45. OFSTED IMPROVEMENT LETTER 
45.1 Richard Boyles Cabinet Member Children’s Safeguarding and Early Years, informed the 

committee that Ofsted was saying that overall the structure was where it should be, but we 
were still struggling with recruitment and retention of social workers, and the quality of 
some work was not yet as it should be. The pace of change was still not as fast as Ofsted 
would want it to be but it was moving in the right direction.

45.2 The committee was informed that 80/90% of managers were now permanent members of 
staff rather agency workers. Fifty ASYEs (Assessed and Supported Year in Employment) 
over the original estimate have been recruited this year, and the first of the social workers 
recruited from India would be starting soon. They would need to work through the 
Essentials programme at the Social Work Academy in order to get them up to the required 
standard. 

45.3 Members expressed concern that Ofsted continued to highlight record keeping as lacking 
sufficient detail. They have noted that there was some improvement but that this was not 
consistent across the board. Ofsted discussed cases directly with social workers on their 
visits and were aware that the social worker was aware of the detail but would not have 
included this in the case file. In response to questions the Cabinet Member informed 
members that the LiquidLogic system had been re-engineered to better fit what social 
workers needed to support them, eg. each entry field now had a prompt. The Essentials 
programme was robust and offered social workers the support that they needed. 
Unfortunately there remained some members of staff who were not applying the system 
properly. The committee was also informed that there remained some data sharing issues 
with some agencies. 
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45.4 The Director of Children’s Services (DCS) informed members that the EQLean external 
review had contributed to the systems improvement by streamlining the process (removing 
extraneous steps). Floor walkers were also in place to quickly react and offer support. This 
all helped but there was still more to do; this would take time. The improvement continued 
to be impacted by the level of churn in the safeguarding teams. 

45.5 Members were concerned as to the impact of Ofsted letters on staff. The majority of staff 
were working their socks off and these letters must surely depress them. The DCS 
acknowledged that staff could become deflated but he did take the time to remind people 
just how far we had come in the last eighteen months, including better working locations, a 
good training programme, the social worker academy, improved ICT, better quality/audit 
processes. He also felt that there was positive support from across all political groups 
which helped and from the Corporate Management team. 

45.6 Some members were disappointed and felt that the letter was saying that we were not 
progressing, and that the legacy issues remained. The DCS emphasised that the Ofsted 
monitoring visit had focused on care leavers which gave a narrow rather than broad view of 
children services. He agreed that members were right to challenge him about progress, but 
reiterated that at the beginning of his tenure he had stated that it would take around two 
years to turn this service around and remove the council from intervention. He informed 
members that he felt that the council was on the right trajectory but not as far ahead as he 
would like to be. He explained that some factors had been harder to overcome than he had 
hoped, eg culture. 

45.7 The DCS informed the committee that Ofsted had commented that they could see the 
principles of the Essentials training coming through. However not all staff had been through 
this training, and it was important to remember that the level of churn meant that there 
would always be some social workers who had not yet been through/completed the 
programme. 

45.8 In response to member’s questions with regard to record keeping the Director of Strategy 
and Partnerships informed members that when cases were audited it was clear that some 
were very detailed. However it was not about the length of the narrative but whether it 
demonstrated that the risks to the child were understood. Ofsted were saying that they 
could not see the reflective information/the impact on the child. He was clear that this was 
not about one team or one person.

45.9 In response to questions the Cabinet Member Children’s Safeguarding and Early Years 
informed the committee that the leaving care offer was compliant with guidance but that the 
council wanted to do more than that. It was however important to remember that when 
young people left our care they were entitled to decide that they did not want support from 
the council anymore. There were also a small number who once they had left care we were 
not able to contact as we no longer had their contact details. He explained that we were 
working with the districts on council tax exemption and with all partners in order to 
strengthen the pathway. 

45.10 It was suggested that it could be helpful to children in care and care leavers to know who 
their local councillor was. As a corporate parent the councillor should be able to support 
them. It was also commented that it would be important to ensure that all members of 
council were on board with regard to their role as a corporate parent. 

45.11 Members asked for clarification with regard to the issues relating to appropriate housing for 
care leavers. It was explained that each of the six district councils had different provision. 
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Whilst this was in the main sufficient there were exceptions to this. A meeting with the 
district councils would take place before the end of the year to discuss a standard offer 
across all authorities. It was noted that accommodation had featured in the last Brightspots 
survey and it would be useful to look at the outcome from the next survey. (Post meeting 
note: the 4-18 survey will run in November-December 2019 and the Care Leavers’ survey 
in January 2020.)

45.12 With regard to allegations management the committee was informed that there were 
unresolved allegations going back to 2007. A new officer was appointed to the LADO 
(Local Authority Designated Officer) post eighteen months ago and the picture was 
improving, although there were capacity issues. The service currently used a paper based 
system which meant that it was not possible to draw out themes; a new system was being 
procured to better support this process. 

45.13 In response to a question it was acknowledged that we could do better with regard to 
tracking care leavers; social workers were briefed to be tenacious, but there was more to 
do in this area. 

45.14 Members of the committee were aware that Ofsted would be returning soon and 
questioned what needed to happen between now and then for the authority to move out of 
an inadequate rating. The DCS stated that the council now had a lot of the features of a 
good service, but in terms of quality practice was still mixed. He felt that there were 
services which at present were at a requires improvement stage but there were still some 
business critical areas which needed further improvement in order to secure an overall 
requires improvement rating. The business critical elements were the safeguarding and 
assessment services – this was where the risk was. He informed members that to support 
the improvement journey a Improvement Advisor had been appointed to work with the 
Director of Children’s Safeguarding. The brief for the Advisor  was to work with those teams 
that needed most help. 

45.15 Prospects, which delivered youth support services, had been brought back in-house. The 
DCS felt that children’s services had moved on significantly since 2017. In order for things 
to move apace the necessary culture and staff needed to be in place. The DCS shared his 
frustration that when visiting localities messages agreed at the Children’s Services 
Leadership Team (SLT) had not filtered through to the frontline. This was concerning given 
that the minutes of these meetings were shared with teams. Information screens had now 
been installed in locality offices to better support information sharing. 

45.16 Members questioned whether part of the problem with culture was that some people were 
comfortable in what they did and did not like to change. The DCS acknowledged that this 
could be a factor but was clear that whilst managers would work with these people poor 
performance would not be tolerated.

45.17 In response to questions the DCS explained the process going forward should the council 
be successful in removing itself from its current inadequate rating, and what would happen 
if children’s services remained inadequate at the next inspection.

45.18 The Clifton Diocese representative on the committee suggested that given the evidence 
from the ACEs (adverse childhood experiences) work relating to the significance of a 
trusted (emotionally available) adult in a child/young person’s development, particularly 
their resilience, that it might be helpful to link up with the ACEs Advocates. The Advocates 
could provide the role of trusted adult. The DCS commented that this could link into a 
programme that the Ambassadors run and agreed to follow up on this idea.
ACTION: Chris Spencer
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45.19 The Clifton Diocese representative also shared their experience as a Headteacher of a 
junior school that the allegations management system took too long; there was too big a 
delay in dealing with allegations. They also commented that in their experience social 
workers were not always available when they were needed, and that it was important that 
people felt able to trust their professionalism, but that this was not always apparent. 

45.20 The DCS acknowledged that there needed to be a conversation with schools around 
expectations. However, it worked both ways in that it was frustrating that not all schools left 
contact details in the school holiday periods in case of emergency.

45.21 It was questioned as to what level of challenge the Cabinet Member for Children’s 
Safeguarding and Early Years gave the Chief Executive (CEO) with regard to the 
improvement journey and his support for this work as there was a shared view that the 
CEO was not visible in this work. The Cabinet Member explained that he met regularly with 
the CEO and the Children’s Services Senior Management Team (SLT) to discuss and 
challenge progress. The DCS stated that generally speaking he received a favourable ear 
from the CEO, and that the CEO had visited some of the localities with the Leader of the 
Council in recent months. 

45.22 The committee welcomed the comments relating to the CEO. However the committee 
agreed that whilst it was good that the SLT spoke with new starters they agreed that this 
was something that the CEO should also undertake to do. It was important to set the tone 
from the start around expectations and that support and leadership came right from the top 
of the organisation. 
ACTION: Andrea Clarke

45.23 With regard to allegations management it was questioned why the committee had had to 
wait for Ofsted to visit in order to find out that there were problems. The DCS indicated that 
this was a small, but important part of the business. The earlier discussion had 
demonstrated that work was in place to address the concerns raised by Ofsted. The DCS 
was not saying that the committee should not be concerned with regard to this area of 
work, but that the greater risk to the authority were the assessment and safeguarding 
services.

45.24 [For information: with regard to the statements relating to children and young people’s 
mental health included in the Ofsted monitoring letter, members were very concerned with 
this situation and had requested a briefing from the Gloucestershire Clinical Commissioning 
Group. The response received was that: -
‘A project is currently underway to explore what we can offer in terms of support for 16-25 
year olds. This has included obtaining feedback from young people in this age group about 
where they feel the gaps currently are. We hope to align an offer of support with the 
trailblazer pilot in order to ensure a seamless transition between services so no young 
person is lost in transition or falls through gaps in provision. This includes young people 
who are in care or who have been in out of county placements. We are working closely with 
our social care colleagues to ensure a joined up approach. We know that half of all mental 
health disorders begin by age 14 and three quarters by 24, providing further evidence that 
the age of 18 is not the right time to attempt to transition individuals from Children’s Mental 
Health Services to Adults Mental Health Services. Additionally, evidence recommends that 
age 18 is not the optimum age to transition individuals between services and a later 
transition at 25 provides better quality of experience for young people and their families. 
We are looking to develop a more tailored and personalised approach so that transition to 
adult services takes place at the most appropriate time for each young person, taking a 
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more holistic view of their circumstances surrounding employment, education, housing and 
physical health care needs. 

Whilst gradually building our flexible offer over the next two years, we will look to use the 
national evidence based approaches that will be made available in 2020 from NHSE to 
inform our final service model and subsequent phasing for delivery’ (October 2019).]

46. IMPROVEMENT BOARD UPDATE 
46.1 The Cabinet Member Children’s Safeguarding and Early Years presented the report on 

behalf of Andrew Ireland Chair of the Improvement Board who was unable to attend the 
meeting. He informed the committee that the central themes were that progress was being 
made but that challenges remained. The questions posed in the report at paragraph 4.4 
were important challenges, he felt that the report did answer them sufficiently, but did 
emphasise the importance of investing in managers and effective support to staff; 
managers would drive the change. He was clear that we were still not where he would like 
us to be.

46.2 The Director of Children’s Services (DCS) informed the committee that he felt that this was 
a fair report, and the challenge relating to ‘middle’ managers was fair. He stated that we 
were improving but that it would take a while to shift people’s capacity to change. He also 
informed members that whilst he could see improvement he felt it important to note that this 
remained fragile. 

46.3 The committee acknowledged that there was synergy across the Improvement Board but 
questioned what was being done with partners at the operational level. In response the 
DCS informed members that there was a lot of work in place with partners, and were 
‘ahead of the game’ with regard to the (new) Working Together safeguarding 
arrangements. Members were also informed that there would be a meeting with partners 
on 23 October 2019 looking at aspirations for children and young people in 
Gloucestershire; this work (Child Friendly Gloucestershire) had the support of the 
Gloucestershire Health and Wellbeing Board. A meeting with/for Gloucestershire schools 
was scheduled for 12 November 2019. 

46.4 Work was already in place with Health, and as already stated there was further work 
planned with the district councils regarding housing provision.

46.5 The DCS commented that with regard to health services things have moved on 
considerably as the children were now referenced in the NHS Long Term Plan where 
previously they were not.

47. QUALITY ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK: PROGRESS UPDATE REPORT 
47.1 The Head of Quality and Assurance Children’s Services gave a detailed presentation of the 

report. He highlighted that there had been improvement between May and August 2019, 
but stated that caution was needed. Whilst this was encouraging it would be important to 
see whether this was sustainable. The main area of concern continued to be in the 
Safeguarding teams. Some staff continued to be unable to formulate a quality plan for a 
child who was at risk of harm. Work was still needed to improve the audit process itself, in 
particular being able to identify the impact of the process – the ‘so what’ question.

47.2 Members reiterated previous concerns with regard to the pace of progress in this area of 
work. Members did recognise that there has been some improvement but were not filled 
with confidence. Concerns particularly related to the not engaging with families, that the 
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emphasis was on the process not the child, and the failure to understand and provide the 
risk to the child. 

47.3 The Director of Children’s Services (DCS) acknowledged that we could not look at this as 
job done even though it was showing some improvement. He assured the committee that 
no one was being complacent about the need to improve. He stated that good 
management and supervision were key factors in improving this area of work.

47.4 The committee was informed that the (new) Improvement Advisor was working to improve 
this position. The DCS commented that this process was increasingly becoming compliant 
but was still lacking with regard to quality.

48. PERFORMANCE MONITORING 
48.1 The Director of Partnerships and Strategy presented the report. Ofsted had commented 

that the performance measures were not sufficiently detailed with regard to care; this would 
be addressed. It was commented that whilst this report gave a good insight into 
performance it did not enable an understanding of the quality of the service, but rather 
supported our self-awareness and helped to drive forward improvement. 

48.2 It was noted that the data did not identify how many children in care were in the criminal 
justice system and how these young people were supported. The committee was informed 
that this information was monitored through the Youth Justice Partnership Board. It was 
questioned whether there should be a link into this performance report, but that the 
information received at the Youth Justice Partnership Board could be shared with 
committee members.
ACTION: Andy Dempsey

48.3 It was noted that the Youth Offending Service would be inspected by HMICFRS the week 
commencing 14 October 2019. The committee agreed that it would be interesting to review 
the outcome of this inspection.

48.4 It was questioned why the number of young people NEET (not in employment, education or 
training) was flagged as ‘green’ when we should want to have a greater number of our 
young people employed or in training. It was explained that we were benchmarked against 
other cohorts, but the DCS agreed that we should have aspirations for all our young people 
in Gloucestershire, and that our aspiration should be closer to 100%. The DCS also stated 
that the council along with its partners were significant employers in the county and should 
be able to find ways to encourage and enable our young people to join ‘the family 
business’. 

48.5 Members were very concerned with the situation with regard to the continued instability of 
social workers for our children and young people. Members were aware that the level of 
churn in the workforce was a significant factor, but emphasised the impact of this on the 
individual; the importance of a significant (and trusted) adult in a child’s life was well known. 
The DCS informed members that he expected that as the new recruits came through their 
training that this position would improve.

48.6 [For information questions had been received before the meeting regarding missing 
children. A full written briefing was shared with the committee at the meeting and is 
reproduced below: -

Introduction:
The process within Gloucestershire regarding return interviews is:
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 If a child is not known to social care and is missing from home the RI is done by a 
member of the YST trained to do so.

 If a child is known to social care or is a CIC the social worker should try to complete 
the RI (in this way they have the information first hand to aid and inform the care 
plan etc.) If the young person wants to speak to someone independent, it is fed 
back to the YST who will do it.

 Each week Police, Social Care and the Youth Support Team meet to review all 
missing children in the last 7 days, tracking returning interviews, trigger plans and 
strategy discussions. 

 Each month the Police analysts will circulate a list of the top 20 repeat missing 
children and young people. A monthly multi agency RAG rating meeting will then 
take place to discuss the individuals identified, to determine the appropriate actions 
required. One of the following outcomes will be determined for each individual: 

 The person will be referred to the monthly MACE (Multi Agency Child Exploitation) 
panel for further multi-agency oversight 

 The person does not require MACE intervention; however, further actions are 
required i.e. the creation of a trigger plan, completion of a child exploitation 
screening tool, allocation to one of the missing team for a short intervention

Dip in Performance

 

There are a number of factors which have contributed to the dip in performance in regard to 
completion of return interviews. 
 The dip primarily relates to June, July and August figures this coincides with the 

loss of the strategic lead for missing (operational manager within the YST) due to ill 
health. Their senior level allowed them to address issues relating to SW’s not 
completing RI’s or seeking assistance to do so with the HOS and TM’s. This has 
now been picked up by the Ops Director as the period of sickness has been 
extended.

 In addition, the summer months have a number of challenges, one if there is good 
weather missing episodes can increase; two, it is a time when staff take annual 
leave and RI’s by staff covering may not be seen as a priority.

 The churn of social workers is also an issue. While the Missing staff go out to team 
meetings, provide training etc. this needs to be continual as new staff arrive and 
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can be very time consuming and has been difficult while the strategic lead has been 
off.

 The Ofsted inspections have put pressure on people in other areas of work and this 
may also be a contributing factor i.e. if their focus is on updating assessments, 
plans etc. the RI’s may not be prioritised.

 A new form and pathway was introduced around May/June and recording became  
an issue while the new process has been embedded.

What has happened to address the issues:
1. More resource has been allocated by GCC. The Assistant Manager now has two 

full time workers (came into post middle of September) who will be concentrating on 
supporting the social workers with the young people with frequent missing 
episodes, communicating, offering to engage the frequent “flyers” etc. We therefore 
expect to see an improvement in completion data in October.

2. Liaison has taken place between the academy and the missing team to ensure that 
the process for RI’s etc. is included in their essentials training programme.

3. The Assistant Manager is going to sit in the MASH office one day a week to support 
their element of the process.

4. The Operations Director has taken over the strategic liaison and oversight with HOS 
to increase compliance and sends out a weekly spread sheet with the names of the 
young people with overdue RI’s and the name of the social worker who should 
complete it

5. Reminders are going out to SW’s that if they are unable to do the RI’s due to 
capacity they can let YST know and an independent person will contact the young 
person.]

49. REVENUE MONITORING 
49.1 The Finance Business Partner gave a detailed presentation of the report highlighting the 

significant overspends and the reasons for this position and the remedial activity. The 
committee was informed that PeopleToo had been looking at the way in which resources 
were allocated/spent in order to give a wider assurance to the council. The new Director of 
Corporate Resources was also looking at budget setting and new processes that should be 
in place for the 2020/2021 budget setting process.

49.2 Members wanted to understand how closely contracts were monitored. The Director of 
Children’s Services (DCS) assured members that a lot of work went into contract 
monitoring; that there was an increasingly effective commissioning team who brokered and 
reviewed contracts. He felt that previously practice had not been good enough. Challenges 
remained though particularly where a situation arose late on a Friday and he had no option 
but to agree what would most likely be an expensive placement; these instances were 
linked to quality of practice as they were not a managed move but had rather reached a 
crisis point.

49.3 The DCS informed members that there was more to do with regard to the budget and 
culture change; some managers still did not consider cost when placing a child. This 
practice would need to be addressed; it was not about a reduced service for the child but 
value for money and finding the best fit for the child’s needs. Practitioners needed to be 
more creative with regard to placements. 

49.4 In response to a question the DCS indicated that the opening of Trevone House could have 
an impact on the cost of some placements but that it would be some time before the impact 
would be seen in the budget. It was important to remember that it would not solve the 
problem but would help. Prevention and early identification were key factors. The DCS had 
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visited each of the secondary schools who were high excluders of pupils to discuss what 
could be done to reduce these numbers as being excluded could have a significant impact 
on a child’s outcomes. Restorative Practice was already making inroads in this area, and it 
was hoped that the work to become Child Friendly Gloucestershire would also have a 
positive impact. It was important to generate systemic change.

CHAIRMAN

Meeting concluded at 1.14 pm


