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1. Introduction


1.1. UNISON believes that the recommendations in the report fail to learn from key inquiries and inspections and are dangerous for Childrens Services in Edinburgh. They are disconnected from the reality on the ground and the union must oppose the report and request that the council ask its senior officers to think again.


1.2.  UNISON is disappointed that its responses, and those of staff on the ground, to the consultation have been selectively addressed to give an impression of being taken into account. The overwhelming view of our members is that they were not listened to in the first phase of the Organisational Review and, although they had little expectation, they were listened to very little in this phase. 


1.3. It is UNISON’s view, backed up by the experience and knowledge of its members who directly deliver these services, that the result of the review will be to decrease capacity to allocate cases, remove early preventative intervention and increase staff pressures, thereby further decreasing the ability to manage risk.


1.4. Our information shows that the immediate effect of the cuts – and the targets set alongside them -  will be either that even more high priority children will be without a named social worker, or our members will be forced to carry unsafe workloads. 


1.5. The report suggests that ‘Working Together’ and other staff will be able to take up the slack. It fails to note that most of these staff are not social work qualified and they already have ‘preventative’ caseloads which, without the service, will add to the high priority workload. 


1.6. While the report talks of additional front line resources and para-professionals, it is important to note that, alongside the 73% cut in front-line and operational professional social work managers, there is no provision, no numbers and no budget allocation in the report for a single additional post to manage the workload (ie Social Care Workers and Home Helps mentioned are already in post and carrying caseloads).


1.7. To put this into perspective, there is not enough money budgeted for the current level of front-line staff despite the Council having put these staff in place. Any suggestion in the report that there will be additional front-line supports is at best aspirational and unrealistic.


2. Allocation of cases – Response to SWIA and HMIe


2.1. In response to the inability to allocate cases – resulting in negative reports from SWIA and HMIe – the report astonishingly seeks to reduce capacity by removing 5 of the 11 front-line operational managers (Practice Team Managers), many of whom also carry cases; add supervisory roles to Senior Practitioners, thereby reducing the number of cases they currently carry; and it deletes ALL of the middle management structure, thereby ‘pushing down’ management tasks and further reducing the capacity of front line staff to carry cases. 


2.2. The complete removal of middle management takes away the key strategic, development, resource deployment and quality control functions in Child Protection, Looked After Children, Disability and Early Intervention and places these all in one post which also has numerous other responsibilities. The lesson of the chaos that a cut like this created 10 ago, and led to many of the current problems staff are having to address, was learned by the Council when it reinstated those cuts. UNISON is astonished that the Council is now planning to reverse that and repeat the error.


2.3. It is important to note that Child Protection Investigations (currently about 180 a month) are not defined as Child Protection cases in the Department’s figures. The figures only account for the cases with a risk management plan and actually on the register. The most high risk cases, those being investigated and where the risk management is still being developed are not listed as ‘child protection’ This type of case will be among the cases included in the ‘duty’ numbers below.


2.4. On current information available to UNISON, there are between 40 and 50 cases being held by managers alone. It is important to note that the ‘managers’ being cut are practice managers who have a hands-on role in professional decisions like child protection. 


2.5. According to the Department’s figures there are 178 ‘looked after children’ without a named social worker. UNISON’s figures suggest that there is in the region of 2,190 children in priority need without a named social worker and being dealt with by social workers in ‘duty’ systems. 


2.6. In response to the O’Brien Inquiry, the Council set a policy of achieving caseloads of 14 children per worker by 2004. Caseloads currently stand at around 19 with additional work being done on ‘duty’ cases, amounting to about a day a week (or 3-4 cases) for many of our members. 


2.7. To achieve allocation of all cases, caseloads would have to rise to at least 30 children per worker. If all of Working Together were included (which in reality could only apply to some cases in terms of professional qualification) and the service was  removed from the 600 or so children allocated to those staff, the figure would only reduce to about 23, still hugely in excess of the Council’s policy and the recommendations that followed the Victoria Climbie Inquiry.


2.8. Current average caseloads include children held by Practice Team Managers, Senior Social Workers and Senior Practitioners. With their capacity reduced, the figure will become even higher for main grade staff.


3. Consistency/ Quality Control/ Ensuring Safety


3.1. The staff who do the Child Protection Audits (Front line managers and middle managers) are being cut by from 16 to 6. Even with the current staffing, our members are struggling to deliver on these audits. These cuts will decimate that quality control and safety-ensuring task brought in as a result of O’Brien.


3.2. UNISON’s feedback is that most of the 11 Practice Team Managers work up to and more than 50 hours per week to ensure a safe delivery of service. They typically manage and provide professional support to 2 – 4 Senior Social Workers and a team of between 8 and 15. UNISON cannot comprehend how they are going to manage when almost half the posts are cut, leaving them supervising and providing professional consultation for more than double the Seniors and staff (with the inclusion of Working Together). Staff support, safe systems and service delivery is bound to suffer.


3.3. The role of the Social Care Direct system is grossly overstated in the report as removing work and providing consistency. That’s service will screen and prioritise – weeding out some work – but it will not and cannot do the direct input in terms of child protection or other high priority cases. As such, the argument that it will create consistency is suspect.


4. Measures to remove work from Practice Teams


4.1. It is clear that these measures are incredibly overstated. In a current exercise, Practice Teams are struggling to identify any significant number of cases that do not require a qualified social worker (in terms of the consultation from the 21st Century Review)


4.2. In any case, despite statements about freeing up Working Together and other staff to do some of this work, the Department is still committing staff time to supporting schools, Team Around the Child and other projects which staff are currently unable to fully commit to even before the cuts.


5. Unrealistic expectations – Misunderstanding Inspections


5.1. The expectation that all Looked After and Child Protection cases can be allocated with less of the front line resources that can actually do that is entirely unrealistic and viewed by our members as beyond belief.


5.2.  As mentioned above, Child Protection Investigations are not included in the figures. When future inspections look at children getting the help they need when they need it, they will not be fooled by boxes being ticked on allocation. They will look at what they looked at before, the inability of front line staff to respond as quickly and thoroughly as they would wish.


5.3. In the run up to the last two inspections, UNISON warned that the good work that was being done was not being highlighted to the inspectors and as such much of it was overlooked. For example, key areas like the preventative work of ‘Working Together’ were not mentioned. Senior managers appeared to be unaware of some initiatives or of the significance of them.


5.4. UNISON also warned that the first thing that would be noticed would be the inability to allocate high priority cases. The Council failed to address this and now seems intent on further reducing the resources, management and quality control available to do this. It is UNISON’s view that this will not go unnoticed by future inspections.



6. Conclusion


6.1. UNISON is not opposed to a review that seeks to make fundamental changes to how this crucial service is provided. Indeed, UNISON considers that to be essential and has co-operated through many changes in the past.


6.2.  However, it cannot give any credibility to what is primarily a cost-cutting exercise which is astonishing in its contradiction between what it purports to deliver and what it is actually doing. This is purely and simply a cut in front-line management and support, leading to additional pressures on staff, increased workloads and higher risk.
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