The Michael Sieff Foundation
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Response to the Green Paper  ‘Every Child Matters’  and 
the companion document ‘Youth Justice-The Next Steps’ 
 
                                            

1. The Michael Sieff Foundation has a long tradition of fostering interdisciplinary working for children. Our conferences:

(a) include the impact of the law and the courts upon children who are the subject of proceedings (both civil and criminal);
(b) look at the boundaries where difficulties may occur - eg, adult and children`s mental health;
(c) take a holistic view of children`s services, and the priorities of the parts.

2. The Green Paper is good on universalism, on the need for prevention and early intervention, on workforce issues and on interdisciplinary working but:

(a) nothing on the courts and the briefest mention of CAFCASS, both of which are part of the network of public services affecting vulnerable children;
(b) little on the boundaries with other services (change of boundaries always brings new interfaces);
(c) little on research (academic centres of excellence are important and what about some interdisciplinary working?);
(d) little on the value for children of the wider family, especially grandparents, uncles, aunts, for substitute parenting and contact.(cf S 1 of the 2002 Act which includes relatives);
(e) lack of clarity in relation to the welfare needs of children who are, or may be, offenders.

3. We were pleased to see that Chapters 1 and 2 introduce the concept of better outcomes for children as an objective (these do not, of course, depend wholly on services  but one hopes to influence them by services and otherwise)  However the outcomes in the Green Paper are too broad to be used for action and the paper does not further  refine or specify them sufficiently for use in implementation. Nor do the Consultative questions seek help in doing, this which is of major importance in improving the system. The mechanism for prioritising such outcomes locally, as contrasted with outputs, also needs attention.
  


2/  4.We are responding….

4.  We are responding to both documents in the same memorandum because the Michael Sieff Foundation is particularly interested in youth offending and believes that the relationships between the different parts of the system are of great importance.  The involvement of the youth justice system with the other services is allowed for in the Green Paper and is an aim in the Partial Regulatory Impact Assessment, but seems not to be expected to the same extent when one reads the youth justice paper. The youth justice service has, perhaps belatedly, appreciated the importance of parenting (including fostering) but they should not set up a parallel provision to that provided for non-offending teenagers. They are also taking an interest in children below the age of criminal responsibility, but again services for these children and their families should be part of the mainstream. The Youth Justice Board has perhaps been reluctant to work with others, for instance on common assessment, insisting on their ASSET form (with a concentration on offending behaviour). A common assessment framework should be required.

5.  The Green Paper is rather centralist. Local Government must not be allowed to opt out of family support on the basis that Central Government and the Voluntary sector are doing all that is needed. Local government priorities for children`s services within social services and with education must be maintained.  Special programmes such as Surestart, Choice Protects, Quality Protects etc are a way of introducing ideas and changing priorities but they complicate the management and funding priorities, also sometimes affecting the staffing arrangements in existence. They should be mainstreamed as soon as possible and fitted in to the overall framework. One of the reasons for poor management of case work as in the Climbié case is the distraction of managers from the core tasks. Local Government must be allowed to get on with its job including an appropriate use of local voluntary services and be given the resources for this. The poor level of staffing in some London boroughs needs to be tackled as a priority.

6. The interface between crime and care, welfare and justice is important for the courts and The Michael Sieff Foundation have made proposals on this in their conferences--see in particular 2001 and 2002. The relationships between the care court and the court where a child abuser is prosecuted and between the family court and the youth court when the child offends for "parental" reasons need particular attention. Often at present the Youth Court has to make a judgement on a young offender without a sufficient family assessment. In our conferences we have made proposals for the assessment of potential offenders: for serious cases we look for a mental health  and a cognitive assessment to exclude learning disabilities and to ensure fitness to plead.

7. Too much concentration on interagency and interprofessional coordination can distract from the need to improve the set-up in each agency and for each professional group. What counts in a particular case is the quality of the information and that individual professionals  can handle it and as necessary communicate with others.




3/  8.  We agree….

8. We agree with the five challenges but the problem is in the detail and in how to achieve the priorities given limited resources. Services are to be "integrated "across education, social care, health and youth justice. Integration implies unification which is surely not intended ? The way in which responsibility and accountability can be delegated to the local children`s service by the authority [viz  Health Trust, Local Authority, Youth Justice Board etc]  will require very careful description and is not wholly clear from the Green Paper. Boundary problems in particular [eg, with adult social services and adult mental health] must be faced. And what about common geographical boundaries ?

9. Faith is retained in the importance of "rationalised and streamlined standards and targets". A link is needed between these and the broad objectives [see paragraph 3 above]. This policy needs careful delivery and some restraint on the part of Central Government. Application and enforcement of targets require local management effort and can lead to perverse incentives and distortion of proper local priorities in a field where objectives are difficult to quantify.  The core task of local managers is surely to promote and support good professional practice.

10. A better relationship between education and social services, schools and local social services, teachers and social workers is important, not just as a matter of the education of children with needs, but it applies to safeguarding all children.

11. The Youth Justice document contains little (apart from a general aim) on working with other staff. On the contrary, the intention is to make youth justice work a separate specialism. The answer to the question asked (in paragraph 5) about pre-court interventions - which we support -  lies partly here. The challenge to YOTs is to develop good relationships with those who would be working with the same children if they had not offended and could provide what is needed. The removal of the welfare criterion for youth justice would be a retrograde step (paragraph 6) unless the whole area of welfare were fully covered by the more detailed factors envisaged. Why does "Treatment fostering" need to be set up separately and in parallel with the general fostering system run by social services (paragraph 19)?

12. Closer relationships are needed between the youth and family courts. In particular a way should be found of transferring suitable cases to the family jurisdiction and the Foundation has made proposals for doing this - see our conference reports for 2001 and 2002.  So far as the courts go, questions also arise about the rights of parents in the youth court process when their parenting is in question and when a substitute parenting arrangement is ordered. The involvement of CAFCASS could be considered in a limited number of these cases.
 
13.The response to the Laming Report contains much important detail. A lot of good practice recommendations have been added to the Checklist (the main failing in Climbié was surely of professional practice and the simple things at that, such as seeing the child).  It is worth considering whether some of them should be compulsory - eg, that if the child is of school-age but not going to school, some action must be taken. It was noticeable that the French system picked up the possibility of risk when Victoria Climbié went to school - which she didn`t do in any of the London boroughs.

14.  In general, The Michael Sieff Foundation greatly welcomes the Government`s approach. An outcome-based system would be very valuable, if difficult to achieve. As to any new structural frameworks, we would advise gradual well-prepared change, building on the strengths of what is already there and allowing pilots to throw up such difficulties as there may be before proceeding generally.

15.  The promotion of better professional work is a major aim. It requires a lightish touch to improve motivation and standards. There has been much publicity from a few unfortunate cases (of which there will always be some, as the Green Paper recognises) Of course our system needs improvement, but as a whole it compares reasonably with many other countries and staff morale will improve if this is recognised by the public.

16.  The Foundation is ready to help as required. Our website 
[www.michaelsieff-foundation.org.uk] includes reports of all our conferences and this paper which is, of necessity, briefly worded and can be elaborated on request.
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