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Topic Description

Since the arrival of the Every Child Matters: Change for Children agenda, Local Authorities have been charged with leading the integration of services for children and young people through the development of Children’s Trusts.  In Cornwall we already had a Strategic Partnership, consisting of all the main partners, which had been operating for several years.  However, this body of people had, in an attempt to be inclusive, become too large and, as such, was not much more than an information sharing forum.  

Following a wide ranging review, it was agreed to restructure the Partnership to take on the responsibilities of the Children’s Trust – joint planning, pooling of budgets, joint commissioning and joint governance.

This project seeks to identify the criteria for successful meetings and to ensure that the systems and checks are in place to continuously improve the decision making processes of the Children and Young People’s Partnership.

Reason Selected

The danger of multi agency meetings is that partners come to meetings from different perspectives, with day to day priorities that are not necessarily anything to do with the priorities of the meeting and with different levels of understanding and engagement with the topics under discussion.  This can cause problems – decisions are made without full and frank debate.  This in turn, can lead to wrong or ill informed decisions being taken or, more usually, decisions are not owned by all the partners.  There is a danger that the lead organisation, in this case, the Local Authority has too great an influence and that partners rely too heavily on the LA on the one hand, but then come to resent this position of influence on the other.

My current position is to lead the work of the Children and Young People’s Partnership.  I have a personal commitment to ensure that, whilst the LA leads the work of improving outcomes for every child and young person in Cornwall, it does so with the full involvement and engagement of all our partner agencies.  

This therefore means that we need to build into the working arrangements of the CYP Partnership mechanisms whereby agenda items, that require decisions, are fully debated and the conclusions are owned by all members.

The word “partnership” has been much misused of late.  Government departments increasingly demand that we work in “partnership” and much initiative funding is predicated on the fact that you will have “partnership” sign up.  But true partnership working only comes with total trust, when all partners are equally valued and when the vision, mission, aims and objectives have been jointly worked through and owned.  

The Cornwall Children and Young People’s Partnership is generally considered to be advanced, in comparison with other types of Partnership within the county and with other Children’s Partnerships elsewhere in the country.  Part of the reason for this is that we have learnt the hard way!  One of the earliest formal partnerships required by the DfES was the Early Years and Development and Childcare Partnership.  I had responsibility for establishing the EYDCP in Cornwall and we had a really rocky ride; not quite as bad as one Authority where, it is reported, that the members physically came to blows – but we weren’t far off!  This taught us many lessons which we have been able to use:

· The need for no one person to have an over influence

· The need to ensure that the resources to support the partnership come from the partners, not just from the lead agency

· The need for total transparency 

· The need for really senior leadership

· The need for excellent communication mechanisms

· The need to restrict the membership to those who really need to be at the table

· The need to separate strategic decision making from operational issues

· The need for members to really know one another

· The need for induction for new members

· The need to be very business like, but to also balance that with fun!

The list is endless, but what I have tried to do is to ensure that we have learnt from our mistakes and now, with the help of this project, to develop the maturity of the Partnership.

Expected outcomes

Partnership working is not easy!  Public services have been forced, over the last decade, to work in partnership with each other, with the private sector and with, what is now referred to as the Third Sector – voluntary and community organisations.  The mistake is to assume by getting all the players (who historically were competing) together in a meeting, that they are miraculously working together.  So, I do not expect the outcomes to be either easy or quick!  Although, I will be looking for some quick wins and to tweak some processes so to pave the way for a more fundamental change.

Some of the outcomes will be systemic or administrative – an improvement of paperwork, scheduling of agenda items or the use of recognised formats.  Other outcomes will be less tangible – personal contact prior to meetings, improved attendance and engagement at meetings, or members giving ground.  The desired and long term outcome is to develop the trust of partners, so that the improvement of the five Every Child Matters Outcomes becomes their only concern, not, which organisation takes the lead in a project or the credit for a success!

Process

As outlined above, the process of review had already begun.  Members of the CYP Partnership had already accepted the need to change and the government’s agenda did not leave us with much choice!  

In order to improve the decision making process I am working with and through the Partnership Support Team.  This team is  multi- agency , including education, social care, health and police colleagues.  Its remit is to co-ordinate the development of the CYP Plan and to support the work of the CYP Partnership.  It is led by a Head of Partnership Support who reports directly to me.  She and I meet regularly to review progress in relation to the working of the CYP Partnership.  We used the Logical Framework for Project Design and Evaluation to help identify the activities required to be enacted and drew up a timetable as part of the work programme for the CYP Partnership.  The key outputs and attendant activities together with a commentary on progress are as follows:

Output 1
A workplan is established for meetings

1.1
Dates of meetings to be agreed for a period of at least 18 months.  

We have managed to set these and are now working on establishing a similar timetable for the 5 Local Area groups of the CYPP.

1.2
An outline programme is then presented for agreement that reflects the Children and Young People’s Plan timescale.  

A three year cycle showing links to the development of the CYP Plan has been agreed.

Output 2
Agendas are collectively agreed.

2.1
To instigate a system whereby the agenda for the next meeting is agreed at the end of the previous meeting, including timings of items, reflecting their importance and complexity.  

Items for the agenda of the next meeting are largely agreed.  The decision as to relative importance has been left to the chair to determine.  This is an area where we still need to develop collective responsibility.

Output 3
Papers to the CYPP are improved

3.1
The report template to be reviewed. 

The template has been altered very slightly and we are now looking at using a similar template for papers to go the Local Area Groups as the template has certainly focussed authors’ attention to be succinct and clear as to the purpose of the paper and the decision that needs to be made.

3.2
Papers to become more concise. 

As stated in 3.1 good progress has been made, but we now need to work on avoiding appendices or bombarding people with too much information.

3.3
To discourage extensive backing papers/appendices.  

We have decided to circulate an information pack both prior to and sometimes subsequent to a meeting.  

Output 4
Members are enabled to read papers beforehand and to discuss the issues raised with their organisations.  

4.1
Papers are circulated a full week in advance, if not earlier, so that members do have time to discuss issues with their organisation.  

We have nearly always managed to get most papers out a full week before, but chivying authors still takes up too much time!  Ideally I would like to see papers going out 10 days in advance, to make sure that we align with organisations’ meetings schedules and therefore enable issues to be debated within agencies, prior to any debate at CYPP.

4.2
To agree a circulation list for papers, helping organisations to have their own internal discussions.  

This has been done, although by its very nature it does need continuously updating, and it has certainly helped in making people aware that we are open and transparent in terms of what we discuss.

Output 5
Membership becomes more consistent and cohesive

5.1
Members to nominate named substitutes who will be fully briefed if they have to attend.  

We have set up a system of membership where there are only relatively few “official” members, representing those agencies named under the Children Act 2004, as having a duty to co-operate.  They are supported in their work by advisers to the partnership.  In reality if someone cannot attend their adviser steps into their place.  However, there are still occasions where a sector is not represented at a meeting and named substitutes are not yet being fully briefed, so this is something we need to be working on.

5.2
Build into the meeting cycle opportunities for more informal discussion sessions, for example, facilitated workshops. 

We have now established a pattern of meetings that does allow for a decent refreshment break, when a lot of less formal business is being conducted.  In June we held our first annual conference which did allow for much more discussion in workshop settings and it is intended to adopt a similar format for the December meeting, which may in fact be structured on a district basis to emphasise the importance of the 5 Local Area Groups.  We are also finding that time bound task or working groups are allowing for certain topics, for example childhood obesity, to be discussed and worked up in a less formal arena. 

5.3
Director of Services for Children, Young People and Families/ the chair of the Partnership to write to members if their attendance is poor.  

This has been written into the Partnership Agreement, but, as yet, has not had to be enacted. 

Output 6 
Issues are fully debated and decisions reached by consensus. 

6.1
Agenda items are timed to allow discussion on those topics that need it.  

This has happened and is improving the flow of the agenda.

6.2
Work happens between meetings to make sure that members are aware of issues. 

Capacity has not really enabled this and this is, in terms of this project, the area that most concerns me.  Some issues are debated and we have always arrived at what appears to be a consensus, but I do not feel that people have really taken ownership of the decisions.  

Output 7
Communication of decisions is improved, so that the wider workforce feels involved.  

7.1
Work with the new Communications Officer for the CYPP to decide methods of communicating decisions.  

This post has been a key appointment and is beginning to show real benefits.  A monthly newsletter (four sides of A4 in a lively, easy to read format) is published after the main Partnership meeting and in which we detail the main decisions taken at meetings, inform people about the issues that will be coming up at the next meeting, a two way reporting system with the 5 Local Area Groups and a means of providing snap shots of emerging issues, such as the development of the Common Assessment Framework within Cornwall and a way of spotlighting specific roles within and across the workforce.

7.2
Set up the 5 Local Area Groups (LAGs) linked to the 5 Local Strategic Partnerships in Cornwall, each with an Assistant Director and administrative support and ensure regular feedback to the ADs from the main CYPP meeting.  

During the course of this project the importance of the 5 Local Area Groups has become a significant development in our work.  Not least because of the Lyons report into the review of Local Government and the concept of double devolution.  This would pass more decision making down to a top tier authority, so long as it then devolved decision making down to local communities and neighbourhoods whenever practical and for the benefit of direct service provision.  The Director of Services for Children, Young People and Families has insisted that the Local Area Groups become a priority piece of work for each of the 5 Assistant Directors, with the sixth AD (myself) having overall responsibility for the co-ordination of the Cornwall CYPP and the work of the LAGs.  A further move has been to assign two County Councillors to each LAG to assure political sign up to the process.  We now therefore have set up a calendar of briefing meetings to ensure that both ADs, and County Councillors are fully aware of the importance of and the issues that will arise in the meetings.  All sounds perfect!!  But this is a massive piece of work and we still have an enormous amount of work to do in ensuring the correct membership of the LAGs, the terms of reference, the conduct of meetings, et cetera.  

Output 8
The CYP Plan becomes a jointly owned, dynamic document.

8.1
Review consultation and compilation process

We have agreed to refresh the plan each year.  This year the process was conducted through a series of consultations with key stakeholders.  We took the decision that any more detailed consultation would bring about consultation overload with our partners, workforce, children and young people and parents and carers.  We have decided to only conduct a massive consultation exercise once every three years.  However, we are using the newsletter, as mentioned above, to keep the debate about the plan live.  

With the appointment of the new Head of the Partnership Support Team (see below) we will be reviewing the whole process of consultation and the mechanisms whereby we refresh the plan annually and compile the new three year plan which will be the 2008 – 2011 Plan.

8.2
Present regular updates on progress to both the CYPP and area groups

The Outcome Leads gave a formal update to the CYPP in the Spring of this year, with the intention of doing so every 6 months.  This is then reported in the Newsletter and will eventually be informed by the LAGs.

8.3
The plan is published in an accessible format with feedback mechanisms

We have issued the plan on CD as well as in hard copy for members of the CYPP.  Also the forward to the plan is stand alone, in that it provides a very useful summary of the complete document – akin to an Executive Summary.  The challenge we now have is to publish a version or versions that are accessible for children and young people.

Output 9
Meetings become more focussed.

9.1
Consider the timing of the meetings.

For years the meetings of the Partnership had started with lunch at 1pm with the formal meeting commencing at 1.30pm.  The idea behind this had been to allow people to meet informally beforehand, which, although a good intention, had not worked because people’s busy diaries meant that they didn’t arrive until 1.30pm and then grabbed a sandwich!  Also meetings were intended to be all afternoon, but people were leaving early to attend things like parents meetings, meet children from school or go to 4pm meetings, so items later on the agenda were often being discussed without some of the key players there.  So, following our review last year, we agreed to morning meetings, starting at 10am to allow those people who have to travel from the other end of the county (or indeed from outside the county in a couple of cases) to arrive without too early a start, with a finishing deadline of 1pm.  This has worked well in that most people arrive on time and few now have to leave before the end of the meeting.  This has also allowed us the flexibility of extending into the afternoon if, with plenty of notice, we have determined that an agenda may require longer. 

9.2
Consider the venue for the meetings.

Having to provide lunch had to a large extent determined where we met!  Also budgetary cuts have meant that we have had to seriously consider costs associated with room hire.  Consequently we now have most meetings at County Hall.  I am not happy with this as the committee rooms, particularly the Council Chamber are not conducive for debate and are very hierarchical in their layout.  Also meeting at County Hall perpetuates the feeling that the Partnership is the business of the County Council, rather than everyone’s business.  Finding a suitable room where everyone can see one another and feel equal is proving hard.  We hope to try out some new venues over the course of the next few months.

9.3
Get the balance right between formality and friendliness.

Getting this right is very dependent on making sure that all the systems are in place to ensure that people feel that the meetings are important, without the need to be over formal.  If this is right then the tone of the meeting is very much up to the chair.  In the past we have had chairs who have either been too formal and hence stunted frank discussion or encouraged such a friendly atmosphere that we haven’t got the work done!!  We have been pursing the development of a formal Partnership Agreement which will be signed by all partners.  This is currently with agencies’ legal teams.  Hopefully this will put some issues, such as attendance at meetings, onto a more formal footing, so that if conflict does arise in the future, there will be procedures for dealing with things that everyone has signed up to in advance.

9.4
All the other activities mentioned above are enacted!

This is an incremental process, with some of the more complex outputs requiring some of the easier things to have been well established.  

Link to PDA and 360 analysis

A lack of formal personal reflection was an area I identified within my PDA.  Informally, I spend most of my waking (and sometimes even my sleeping!!) time reflecting on my work practise and this, in itself, I do not see as particularly healthy and is something I really need to find a way out of.  The most useful aspect of the Management Development Programme for me, has been taking time out, with the other two colleagues from Cornwall, to work together in preparation for the sessions in Buckfast.  This exercise has forced me to focus on the development of the CYP Partnership, which although a priority, is not necessarily urgent, and therefore, because on a day to day basis I tend to reflect on the urgent, pressing things I have been able to reflect on something which really needs thought, if we are to progress on the partnership front.

I’m not sure how this links to my 360° analysis, which, apart from making me feel good, hasn’t really helped this particular piece of work, except, possibly to reinforce my general direction of work.

Current position

The timetable for the formal review of the CYP Partnership has slipped mainly due to external influences – the introduction of Youth Matters, the Youth Opportunity Fund, the development of Local Area Agreements and the resultant need to focus the attention of the Partnership onto specific tasks.  In addition the Head of the Partnership Support Team resigned during the course of this project and so I had to divert energies to the process of filling this important post.  The introduction of new procedures and practise is perhaps now more appropriately instigated by the new post holder.  She has now taken up post and I am confident that the CYP Partnership will move from strength to strength.  

Trust takes time, and the real test of that trust will come when we really pursue the notion of pooling budgets and jointly commissioning services.  When we are all really focused on improving outcomes for the children and young people of Cornwall, rather than protecting our own services, will the decision making processes of the CYP Partnership have become fully mature.

