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PORTFOLIO AREA: COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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28th August 2007

Public
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Inside Policy Framework

Title:
SURE START - CARLISLE SOUTH

Report of:
DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY SERVICES

Report reference:
CS 66 07

Summary:

To update the Executive on the County Council’s decision to commission the delivery of Children’s Centre Services in Carlisle and the implications for the City Council in terms of its current role as lead body in the Sure Start Carlisle South programme.   

Recommendations:

It is RECOMMENDED that: 

· The City Council does not submit a tender for this service

· Works closely with the County Council and the new lead body to ensure an effective transition process

· Works in close partnership with the new lead body to ensure that the needs of children and families in Carlisle South and especially the hard to reach, are fully met.

Contact Officer:
Mark Beveridge
Ext:
 7350

1. BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND OPTIONS

1.1
The County Council is the Accountable Body for the Sure Start programme, which means they are responsible for ensuring the sound financial management of the programme and ensuring the grant received is used for the purposes for which it was intended, including setting up systems for effective monitoring and auditing spend.

1.2
The City Council, unusually for a District Council, became the Lead Body for the Sure Start Carlisle South programme in 2001.

1.3
Lead body status thus required the City Council to develop a partnership by identifying appropriate partners and stakeholders and thereafter taking the lead in developing the Programme Delivery Plan and ensuring it was implemented.

1.4
This role has diminished for the City Council since the Programme’s Executive Board, formed from representatives of various partners and service users, assumed the role of managing the projects which make up the Programme.

1.5
As Lead Body, the City Council not the County became the employer for some of the Programme management team.   Currently 7 staff are employed by the City Council, 3 on permanent contracts (an unusual arrangement).   The funding for these posts comes from the Sure Start grant budget which is received by the County Council.   There are a total of  42 staff employed at Sure Start and 7 employing bodies.

1.6
As the Programme Management Team is employed by the City Council all of the Programmes financial transactions are undertaken to Council standards/procedures with the County Council transferring appropriate amounts from the Sure Start Grant which they receive.

1.7
The Executive Board of Sure Start is responsible for running the programme, including how to spend the grant, which services and activities to support and who should provide them.   Cllr Knapton is the Council’s representative on the Executive Board and the Community Support Manager is the Line Manager for those staff employed by the Council.

1.8
The Sure Start programme in Carlisle South was nationally recognised as the best in the Country and is held as an example of best practice.

2. CURRENT POSITION
2.1
In 2004, the Government announced changes to the way in which services for children should be provided and this included the introduction of Children’s Centres, which widened not only the range of services which could be offered, but the age range and geographic locations to which those services would be available.   Government direction emphasises a much greater role for the Third Sector and this is clearly set out by the following:-


The Government’ White Paper (October 2006) stated:-



“We want the best local partnership working between local authorities and the third sector to be the rule, not the exception, and for the sector to be placed on a level playing filed with mainstream providers, when it comes to local service provision”.


In addition, the Treasury stated (in ‘The future of the Third Sector in Social and Economic Regeneration 2006)


“The Governments wants to ensure that the third sector if at the heart of reforms to improve public services as contractors delivering services, as campaigners for change, as advisers influencing the design of services and as innovators from which the public sector can learn.   This will require a new approach to commissioning and procurement, embracing the sector’s multiple roles in shaping and delivering services, and particularly in working with users to ensure that services meet their needs”.

2.2
Cumbria County Council took the decision to commission the delivery of Children’s Centre services and have begun the process of inviting expressions of interest from interested bodies, including Third Sector organisations. The Commissioning role is seen as good practice for local authorities to adopt.

2.3
The deadline for expressing an interest is 18th September 2007 and the process following that will be to invite tenders, with a view to a new delivery structure being in place for April 2008.   The timescale is relatively short and the City Council has offered support to the County Council to assist with a transitional period should that be necessary. This could mean the extension of the Partnership Agreement from March to December 2008 and the temporary secondment of the Community Support Manager during the transition period.

2.4
In Carlisle, there are 3 Children’s Centres, Carlisle South, Carlisle West and Longtown and Bewcastle. It is expected that the tenders will include the three areas.

3. IMPLICATIONS
3.1
This process raises the possibility of a number of implications for Carlisle City Council, particularly around the issues of staffing.

3.2
Although staff are paid for through the Sure Start grant, they are contracted to the City Council, albeit as employing agent, but nonetheless the Council remain their legal employer and therefore responsible for their interests and welfare and this will involve guiding them through any transfer of employment process.

3.3
The issue of possible redundancies is considered to be remote, but it is possible that the Sure Start grant could be used to cover redundancy costs.   Legal advice on this issue is being sought.

3.4
Discussions are currently underway with the County Council as the Accountable Body, to ensure a process is in place to deal with this issue should it arise.

4. THE COUNCIL’S ROLE
4.1
The City Council’s role in supporting developments such as Sure Start is a discretionary one and as such, the benefits of involvement need to be evident and in line with the Council’s key priorities.

4.2
Clearly there are benefits in the Council’s association with Sure Start or with Children’s Centres, and there are clear links between some of Sure Start’s services and the Cleaner, Greener, Safer and Learning City priorities, but many of these benefits could still be achieved by working in partnership with another lead organisation. Moreover it is felt that the Council’s Community Support Services will be able to give a much more effective and direct contribution to the future Children’s Centre work in Carlisle.

4.3
The organisational review of the Council’s Community Support services which was put on hold pending the outcome of the Unitary Authority decision, is now underway again. All of these services are discrectionary and will be subject to the same scrutiny about how they contribute to meeting the key objectives. The focus of the Review will be to ensure that Community Support Services plays a key role in the future work of neighbourhood working, the community cohesion/empowerment issues raised in the White Paper; and reaching out to most deprived communities across Carlisle. This work is central to the national agenda and of course to the work of Children’s Centres

4.4
The Council’s support to Sure Start currently is mainly through the Community Support Team, but other Directorates contribute in various ways.

4.5
To become the Accountable Body for new Children’s Centres would bring additional responsibilities and liabilities for staff and will undoubtedly put pressure on other internal services at a time when shared services are central and local priority.

5. FINANCIAL ISSUES
5.1
At present, the City Council does not charge for any of the services it provides for Sure Start, considering it a contribution to the Partnership, although costs arise as a result of the Council’s involvement.   Some partners do, charge for their service and it is considered the norm for the Lead/Accountable bodies to top slice the grant and charge a management fee.

5.2
The costs to the City Council are outlined below. 

5.3
Estimated annual costs are:-


Legal and Democratic

£240 (1hr per month)


Payroll and Personnel

£13,500


Community Support


£4500


Finance



£500


IT




£10,000 (This figure is calculated on the basis








of a fixed cost of £400 per pc and includes 








national contributions to running the network,








helpline, etc)

5.4
There is also a significant amount of hidden and in-kind costs, which have not been calculated for this report but include access to staff development programmes (and the costing of the courses); advice on Health & Safety and one to one support on personnel issues (which has been significant during 2006/07)

5.5
The costs of supporting all three Children’s Centres would increase, and especially so during the early set up stages, given that the two smaller centres lack the infrastructure and support that benefit Carlisle South.

5.6
In the new tendering arrangements, full management and administration costs can be recovered and it has recently been announced that Sure Start Local Programme funding will continue until 2011.   This will be tapered over 3 years but there is no guaranteed funding beyond that date.

6. CONCLUSION

6.1
The role of the third sector, i.e. voluntary agencies, has been identified by the Government as a key deliverer  for a range of services.   Indications from other areas suggest that existing third sector organisations would be keen to be responsible for bidding for the new children’s centres.   As these centres would be a key activity for such organisations and central to what they provide it is likely that their role in service delivery for discretionary services will increase.

6.2
The City Council could submit a tender for the operation of the new children services, but such a move is not without risks for a service which is not a key activity for the City Council.   Nonetheless, the City Council works with a number of organisations in formal and informal partnerships.   The City Council has in the past become responsible almost by default for services which carry potential risks and liabilities.   Such a situation would be difficult to forsee today as the Council applies a more strategic approach and alignment to Council priorities.

6.3
The Council has in externalising housing and leisure facility management, shown that it is not averse to alternatives to direct delivery.   Therefore working with a delivery partner as opposed to bidding for and running the new children’s services is not something new and a suitable low risk alternative to ensuring the excellent work of the current programme in Carlisle South is maintained and the good practice expanded to the two new centres in Morton and Longtown.

6.4
The Improvement Review of Community Support provides the opportunity to re-focus the level and nature of its services to add value to the Children’s Centres working with the new provider.   

6.5
It is likely that some of the leading Third Sector organisations will bid for the Carlisle contracts and they will almost certainly have the capacity, skills and experience to continue to deliver the high quality services which Sure Start programmes currently provide and their presence in the City might well be the catalyst which leads to further opportunities to develop partnership arrangements with other Third Sector organisations who can help the Council achieve it’s key objectives.

7. RECOMMENDATIONS


It is RECOMMENDED that: 

· The City Council does not submit a tender for this service

· Works closely with the County Council and the new lead body to ensure an effective transition process

· Works in close partnership with the new lead body to ensure that the needs of children and families in Carlisle South and especially the hard to reach, are fully met.

8. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

To ensure that the City Council is focussed on its corporate priorities; that it takes account of the Peer Review recommendations and re-directing its resources and capacity to the key areas of the White Paper and the outcomes of the Community Services Improvement Review. The City Council is however, totally committed to working in partnership with the new lead body of the Children’s Centres in Carlisle.

9. IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources –   The position regarding the existing staff employed by the Council needs to be resolved as quickly as possible.   Should the Council tender for the Children’s Centres it is unclear at this stage on details of any liabilities for other staff or additional resources which would be required.

· Financial  –  The financial implications are not clear from the information so far provided.

Currently the Council does not charge for the services provided via the recharge mechanism therefore there are not additional costs to be absorbed should the Council no longer be involved in delivering this service.

· Legal –   


1.
The report indicates that, whilst the County Council is the Accountable Body for the Sure Start scheme, the City Council has led on the project and is the employer in respect of the staff working on the initiative.  In the event of the project being tendered and awarded to another body, the City Council needs to safeguard itself against any potential redundancy costs for the staff currently employed if they were to arise.

2.
This would usually be done by ensuring that staff transferred to the new provider under the TUPE regulations and so secured continuity of employment.  It would be a matter for the County Council, in the tender documentation, to make it clear to tenderers that they should assume that this is the case and tender accordingly.  No redundancy costs should arise in this case.

3. If for any reason TUPE was not to operate in this case (and this should be clarified with the County) then the City would have to seek from the County confirmation that, as the Accountable Body, they would assume liability for any residual redundancy and staffing costs, which might arise.  The terms of any agreement between the City and County arising when the City assumed the role of lead partner would need to be examined in this regard.

4.
The report, in paragraph 6.2, refers to the possibility of the City Council tendering for the work.  In considering this, Members would have to weigh up the usual considerations as to whether doing so is in the best interests of the Council and its local taxpayers and consistent with its fiduciary duty to them.  The wellbeing powers in Section 2 of the Local Government Act 2000 should provide authority for this, provided that the Council has regard to its own Community Strategy prior to exercising these powers.

· Corporate –   A key issue for the Council to consider is the contribution that Sure Start/Children’s Centres make to corporate priorities.   Any tendering process would inevitably divert a relatively high level of existing resources to prepare and submit proposals.   (Subsequently any revenue costs would have to be met by a management fee included in any bid).   In view of this and in light of the findings from the Peer Review, it is the view of SMT that the Council should not tender for the service but work in close partnership with the ‘new’ provider.

· Risk Management –   The position regarding liability for the existing staff needs to be confirmed by the County Council.

The process of tender preparation for any Council bid will require the diversion of resources which would impact upon current work programmes.

Should the Council submit a successful tender there would be a whole range of risks to ensure contract compliance, which are not yet clearly defined at the present time.

· Equality and Disability –   Any revised arrangements post April 2008 should continue and build on the achievements of the Sure Start operations.

· Environmental –   Any revised arrangements post April 2008 should continue and build on the achievements of the Sure Start operations.

· Crime and Disorder –   Any revised arrangements post April 2008 should continue and build on the achievements of the Sure Start operations.

· Impact on Customers –  Any revised arrangements post April 2008 should continue and build on the achievements of the Sure Start operations.
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