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CHILDREN AND FAMILIES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY 
COMMITTEE

MINUTES of the meeting of the Children and Families Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee held on Thursday 14 July 2022 commencing at 10.00 am at the Cabinet 
Suite - Shire Hall, Gloucester.

PRESENT
MEMBERSHIP:

Charlotte Blanch
Cllr Linda Cohen
Cllr David Drew
Cllr Ben Evans (Vice-
Chair)
Cllr Tim Harman

Cllr Beki Hoyland
Cllr Mark Mackenzie-Charrington
Cllr Dr Andrew Miller (Chairman)
Cllr Emma Nelson
Ambassador for Vulnerable Children & 
Young People

Officers: Chris Spencer (Director of Children’s Services), Kirsten Harrison 
(Director of Education), Andy Dempsey (Director of Partnerships & 
Strategy), Ann James (Director of Children’s Safeguarding and 
Andrea Griffiths (Democratic Services).  

Apologies: Cllr Stephen Hirst

28. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

Councillor Miller declared he was an approved foster carer.  

29. MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

That the minutes of the 26th May 2022 were approved as a correct record. 

30. ADOPTION WEST - HOW DOES THE PROCESS WORK? 

30.1 The Director of Partnerships & Strategy presented the report in detail and provided 
the Committee with an overview of the Adoption West (AW) joint scrutiny panel and 
its relationship with Adoption West.  

30.2 It was noted the Director of Partnerships & Strategy (DPS) was the Chair of the AW 
Board and the Chair of CFSC was also a member of the AW Joint Scrutiny Panel. 
He explained there were different volumes of work in each of the localities covered 
by AW and the adoption activity detail was contained within the report.  

30.3 Members were informed that the volume of adopted families were now greater than 
ever before and AW was making headway in terms of placing siblings and harder to 
place children.  It was explained that a new identity, especially for a young person, 
in a new family had the potential to cause tensions and that had to be managed 
carefully.  
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30.4 A member advised the Committee that she was aware of a case, that had taken 
over two years, she felt it was a slow process but felt reassured that the situation 
was improving.   It was noted that were now more prospective parents than there 
were children and the opportunity to foster children was also available.  

30.5 The DPS explained that the pandemic had moved the adoption process to a virtual 
platform and not face to face, which in many cases had led to a breakdown in the 
process.  It was noted there was a proposal to restructure AW in order to map the 
locality’s more effectively and the focus had shifted slightly to find adopters for 
sibling groups.  Officers added that adoption was a long process and intrusive 
process and it often deterred potential adopters. Members appreciated that it took 
time to find the right parents for the child/children.   

30.6 Members felt that many children remained in the system for longer than necessary, 
although they recognised the metrics in placing the right child with the right family.  
In response to a question, it was noted that Government didn’t retain a high level of 
detail in terms of adoptions but the data was held locally.  

31. SEND GREEN PAPER - OVERVIEW, LOCAL AREA SEND INSPECTION AND 
SEND QA PROCESSES 

31.1 The Director of Education (DoE) presented the Committee with a detailed 
presentation.  She explained that SEND services continued to be under pressure 
owing to sustained demand and service level expectations across the sector as the 
number of EHCPs continued to rise and are above trends from previous years.  It 
was reported that the net increase in plans supported by the High Needs budget 
was 420. This was 70 plans above the same time in the previous year.  This rise, 
plus an increased number of Post 16 and further education placements was 
creating additional pressure on the High Needs budget.  It was reported that the 
current forecast showed an in-year deficit of £4.1m compared to the planned £3.5m 
overspend.

31.2 The DfE published its Education White Paper and Green SEND Paper in March 
2022 and the consultation will close on the 22nd July 2022.  The SEND paper 
focused on outcomes for children and young people with SEND and those in 
alternative provision settings.  

31.3 Members questioned the meaning of the term ‘alternative provision’. They felt it was 
a huge concept and wondered what was the direction of travel.  The DoE explained 
it referred to any provision that was not within a school setting.  The vision for the 
LA’s Alternative Provision schools was to develop a coherent service that served 
the county as a whole, supporting those children/young people who weren’t in 
mainstream education.  Alternative provision was also a term used to describe was 
provision/services offered by independent and private providers. 

31.4 There has been some concern raised over unregulated providers and the Authority 
was working with the regulator, Ofsted, to provide some oversight and intervention 
in order to keep service users safe where provisions were unregulated and that the 
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rules on their use were followed.  Officers were looking to review the LA’s directory 
of alternative provision to provide greater safeguarding assurances as regards 
registration with Ofsted and compliance with legal use.  It was noted that an update 
on alternative provision would be presented to the September Committee meeting.  

31.5 Members were surprised at who could establish themselves as an alternative 
provider and this gave some cause for concern. The DoE reiterated the existence of 
the directory and the work in train; she explained that the due diligence 
responsibility sat with the school commissioning the placement for a child or young 
person.  

31.6 Members welcomed the report and found the content interesting. They were 
interested to know if Government had lowered the thresholds for SEN, hence the 
increase in numbers.  The DoE explained there was no formal shift in thresholds, 
although since the pandemic alongside the longer term shifts in parental attitudes 
from the 2014 Reforms, there had been a shift in parents’ perceptions and 
understanding which had been a contributory factor in the increased requests to 
assess for an EHCP. It was suggested prior to the 2014 reforms there was a stigma 
attached to what was then called a statement, but they had now been replaced by 
EHCPs, it had come to be seen as an ‘entitlement’ and a key way to access 
resources.   

31.7 It was recognised there were a combination of factors contributing to the EHCP 
increases, including the skills and ability of classroom teachers to meet pupils 
needs in the mainstream classroom.  The DoE accepted there was more work to be 
done in terms of embedding the Graduated Pathway.  

31.8 The Committee were advised that the Authority in collaboration with schools were 
working to create a more inclusive school system. It was recognised this was 
difficult as many schools felt under resourced to do so.  Head teachers felt 
challenged to meet the needs of their pupils without the right tools and resources, 
and deliver additional support in a timely way.  

31.9 In response to a question, members were advised that the Green Paper sought to 
address the rights of redress for parents to reduce the escalation of cases rapidly to 
tribunal.  Officers welcomed the shift in the Green Paper, as the changes could 
promote a more collaborative and less adversarial approach to meeting a child’s 
needs.  It was recognised that extreme court cases often made for poor laws and 
early intervention was key in preventing the need for such escalations.  

31.10 The DCS explained the 2014 legislation was well intended but it had landed in a 
hostile environment and made some incorrect assumptions.  He added there were 
perverse incentives around EHCPs as SEND was not always clearly diagnosable 
and it often depended on the context, i.e. how inclusive the school that the child 
attended was.  

31.11 It was noted it was necessary to move schools to become more ‘SEND friendly’ and 
inclusive across the board. The SEND Green paper would help to address some of 
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the issues.  The DCS stated that SEND training was not covered in teacher training, 
the committee felt in terms of professional development; it should be.  

31.12 The Cabinet Member for Education, Skills and Bus Transport wished to thank the 
DoE for all her efforts on this area of work. He felt it was a step change from where 
the service was and various issues had been identified.  

31.13 The Clifton Diocese Member recognised it was important to monitor the Covid 
situation, as this was an ongoing legacy that had made it difficult to identify SEND 
early.  She felt strongly that EPS and ATS support for schools had fallen apart in 
the pandemic and she hoped in terms of the White Paper, that it would provide an 
opportunity to address the backlogs.  It was noted many schools SATS results were 
further away from where they thought they would be and the member suggested 
perhaps the Schools Improvement Team should look at this area.  As a head 
teacher she felt there were more needs now and schools were now more aware of 
the importance of mental health.  

31.14 It was noted there was considerable disparity between schools in the same area in 
terms of the quality of the universal offer. It was suggested the aim should be to 
achieve high quality universal offers from all schools rather than allow an imbalance 
to persist.  The DoE explained it would be difficult to hold all schools to account, as 
academies were under the remit of the Regional Director in terms of school 
improvement and as the White paper was implemented and the trust-led system 
established, all schools would sit under the Regional Director.  

31.15 The DCS advised the Committee that he had over 200 statutory responsibilities for 
schools, yet he had diminishing powers of intervention and there was little he could 
do to enforce a visit to an academy from the School Improvements Team, as 
academies were under the remit of the Regional Director.  He explained that the 
Regional Director was now working to improve partnership working and under the 
new White paper, Local Authorities would acquire some further duties that would 
equally apply to academies. 

 31.16 It was suggested that the Regional Director be invited to a future meeting of the 
Committee to give an account of what they were doing for failing academies and 
what contribution they were making to the improvement of the wider educational 
landscape in Gloucestershire.  It was noted that previously failing academies 
around which this concern had been raised, had subsequently achieved ‘good’ 
Ofsted judgements in recent inspections.

31.17 Members had observed full service effects of the cuts and strains that had been 
placed on the system. This had resulted in a lack of floating staff able to assist with 
pupils as and when required.  In response to a question, the committee were 
advised that the EHCP assessment process should take 20 weeks to complete in 
line with statutory timelines, involving often a number of agencies.  At present the 
LA was challenged in terms of timeliness with assessment processes taking on 
average 20-30 weeks to complete for some children. However, the EHCP 
depended on the level of need and whether the school could meet that need.  
Some members felt primary teachers did not have the finance, resources or support 
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they needed and were struggling to support children with additional needs in their 
schools.  

31.18 The DoE added that in a worst case scenario an EHCP could take up to 40 weeks 
to complete but this was a similar position across many authorities, given the 
increased demand nationally; it was confirmed there was a current backlog.   

31.19 The DCS informed the Committee that the financial issues for small rural schools 
were magnified and for schools which were under capacity, otherwise school 
budgets were sufficient to deliver good quality education but were coming under 
greater pressures associated with rising costs of fuel and liabilities.  In his 
experience it was sometimes necessary to restructure staffing groups to overcome 
financial challenges and make the school more financially viable.  He felt there was 
no reason for a school to be underfunded and there was a relationship between 
how well a school was managed and its staffing levels.  It was noted there was an 
element of additional funding that could be accessed through Pupil Premium.  The 
DCS felt there were clear financial challenges facing schools and sometimes head 
teachers were ill equipped through lack of training to deal with them.  

31.20 In response to a question, members were informed that the notional first £6000 
funding for an EHCPs was within a school’s budget. It was a question of how that 
£6k budget was deployed.  Therefore, it was essential to utilise those resources 
effectively.  Members were reminded that the Inclusion Strategy and the progress of 
its roll out and impact would be presented to Committee in 2023.   

32. IMPROVEMENT PLAN 

32.1 The Director of Children’s Safeguarding presented the Improvement Plan in detail 
and advised the Committee that the plan included specific actions in response to 
the five formal recommendations made within the inspection report, alongside a 
wider programme of improvement in support of the development of consistently 
good services.  Members were informed that the plan was in essence the road 
recovery and sustainable good services by ensuring consistency for all children in 
Gloucestershire.  

32.2 It was anticipated that the Plan would eradicate delay, delivery timely and skilled 
intervention and deliver sustainable outcomes for children and young people.  The 
officer explained there were social and economic challenges and the demand for 
services had increased by 30% since the pandemic.  

32.3 Members recognised the increased in organised crime in terms of gangs, drugs, 
etc. and pressures on the system.  This was further compounded by numerous 
other factors as we emerged from lockdown, such as workforce turnover, the 
number of vacancies and the increased costs versus the demand.  

32.3 The Committee noted that the plan had been devised with Heads of Services and 
Partner agencies but the plan was very much owned by the service.  The focus was 
very much on the practical improvements.  The Director wished to thank Clarisse 
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Forgues for her efforts in developing the key actions and metrics in the plan.  
Officers were committed to earlier intervention, planning and delivery.  

32.4 It was explained that the Executive Director of Corporate Resources would chair the 
new improvement Board and a DfE representative would continue to sit on the 
Board, as they still retained and advisory role as the Authority still remained in a 
DfE category of support and supervision.  Officer reminded members it was 
essential to support and invest in Children’s Services in order to make good 
progress sustainable.  Members were advised that the first meeting of the Board 
would take place on the 28th July 2022.  

32.5 The Director of Children’s Safeguarding felt it was a unique time given the Social 
Care Review, the white and green education papers and the reviews following child 
murders of Star and Arthur reported widely in the media.    She added it was 
necessary to build resilient families and communities through positive change and 
the detailed improvement plan would help to support that journey.  

32.6 Members welcomed the new style of Improvement Plan and felt it was a good user 
friendly format.  During the discussion, members questioned the red warnings and 
wondered what were the immediate problems facing the service.  The Director 
explained that the priorities were to stabilise the workforce, while recruiting and 
retaining staff, as it was not possible to deliver the service without them.  Therefore, 
it was a relentless focus that set the context.  

32.7 The Committee were informed that Police, Education and Health all had input in an 
effort to build a constructive plan across the partnership agencies, as it was 
essential to get it right for the children and young people of Gloucestershire.  

32.8 The development of family hubs in association with Child Friendly Gloucestershire, 
was critical to develop the power of the communities working relationship as part of 
the wider system.  

32.9 In response to a question, members were advised that the plan was to get the 
Authority to a good rating, however the distance from where the service currently 
stood to sustainably good was significant.  Officers explained if and when the 
categories were rated as amber or green, then that would indicate a consistent 
delivery, which meant the service would be on track for the journey to a good rating.  

32.10 Members raised concerns over IT system failings, officers explained they were 
working with the Director of People and the appropriate IT Team in order to 
understand the performance issues in real time.  The DCS advised committee that 
it was business critical, as the current infrastructure was very old and the case 
management system sat on top of that, which meant that generally they were 
compatible they often found it difficult to interact efficiently creating problems for the 
front line staff.  He recognised the longer it took to upgrade the infrastructure the 
longer the problematic issues would continue.

32.11 In an effort to resolve the issues he had approached Liquid Logic with the support 
of Corporate IT to ask them to host the system.  It was anticipated the host service 
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would be in place in the Autumn and the issues would be resolved which would 
help to boost staff morale.  Members were reminded that an ICT Update would be 
presented to the November meeting.  The Committee requested that the Assistant 
Director Digital & ICT also attend the meeting to answer any questions that may 
arise (Action – CS/KG)

32.12 The Committee were advised a cost benefit analysis was required and the Liquid 
Logic help desk was not just 9-5.  Members recognised the need to ensure the IT 
system was fit for purpose, but they felt the Council had lapsed in this area and it 
was necessary to press on as a matter of urgency.  

32.13 The Chair informed the Committee the Corporate Overview Scrutiny Committee 
had looked at the ICT security and work was being undertaken.  He felt that the 
Improvement Plan was a considerable move forward and appreciated the given 
timescales, he added the scrutiny committee could now hold officers to account.  

32.14 In response to a question, it was explained that the quality assurance framework 
was being revised to understand families and their needs.  Practice weeks were 
being undertaken to observe families and child development practices in order to 
develop an informed understanding to help protect children.  Officers explained that 
the sharing of learning with practioners was a valuable learning exercise and aided 
the continued development of the service.  

32.15 Some members felt this was a valuable experience for the Senior Leadership Team 
(SLT), the aim was to give them the opportunity to view the practice in reality and 
give them opportunity to test what is actually being done on the ground.  Officers 
recognised the importance of asking service recipients, in order to test the quality of 
the services provided.  

32.16 The Committee were advised that Ofsted had commented that the service had a 
robust data and performance management systems in place.  It was recognised 
that children services were subject to regulation and scrutiny by Councillors, Ofsted 
and the SEND Inspection.  

32.17 The DCS informed Members that the plan in general reflected the ambition to 
achieve a good rating and provide a sustainable service.  He recognised the high 
number of red ratings and accepted there was still a lot of work to do and he 
intended to keep his foot on the pedal as the service was in a fragile position and 
had a history of being in and out of intervention.  During the discussion, members 
requested that recruitment and retention of staff be included on the work plan.  

32.18 Members were advised the major issues to overcome were the workforce and the 
placements markets which had created high profit margins for the private sector 
and venture capitalists in particular while profiteering at the expense of children and 
young people.  It was explained that the service aimed to create their own 
placements in an effort to bring about positive change and disrupt the market.  The 
DCS felt these issues could be overcome with the modernisation and reshaping of 
services going forward.    
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32.19 In response to a question, members were advised that it was a question of 
improving the service for children and young people, and not for the benefit of 
inspectors, it was now a question of business as usual.  Officers referred to the 
various upcoming ILAC and SEND inspections and explained that data was 
reviewed regularly to ensure consistency.  

33. WORK PLAN 

During the discussion, members requested the following items be included on the 
work plan: 

- Recruitment & Retention of Children Services staff (Social Workers, etc)
- Briefing paper on academies as part of the levelling up agenda, in relation to 

schools in deprived areas and secondary education failings.
- Regional Director be invited to attend a meeting to give an update on what 

they were doing in terms of failing academies.  
- Training around the scrutiny process in relation to Children’s Services.

The Committee  agreed that in order to make the best use of time, any questions in 
relation to the Improvement Plan be submitted prior to the meeting.  The revised 
work plan would be circulated to Members in due course.

CHAIRPERSON

Meeting concluded at 12.38 pm
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