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CHILDREN AND FAMILY COURT ADVISORY AND SUPPORT SERVICE
Paper for the Board meeting on 18 April 2008

cafcass accountability review

1
AIM AND PURPOSE

1.1 The review was commissioned by the Chief Executive in his Accounting Officer role, due to concerns that accountability for services provided to children, young people and their families was insufficiently clear, especially between the accountability to courts and to Cafcass as an employer and as a commissioner of work from independent contractors.  

1.2 The review was received by the Chief Executive in February 2008 and its recommendations were endorsed by the Cafcass corporate management team and other senior managers responsible for setting and maintaining practice standards who sit on the Cafcass Service and Practice Improvement Board, during March and on 1 April 2008.

2
RECOMMENDATION

2.1 The Board are asked to endorse the 15 recommendations in the review, and to require the Chief Executive to complete an action plan for implementation of the review by the end of May 2008 and for this to be circulated to Board members. The draft action plan is circulated with this report to aid discussion and so that comments from Board members can be incorporated before it is finalised.

2.2
It is proposed the action plan is taken forward by the Cafcass Service and Practice Improvement Board, on which the vice chair, Baroness Howarth, sits, to ensure continuous Board involvement and oversight.

3
KEY STRATEGIC ISSUES FOR THE BOARD TO CONSIDER
3.1 The review is a very competent and thorough piece of work. It identifies the accountability issues very clearly, and in the view of the Chief Executive, taking the recommendations forward coherently will vastly improve the way in which staff are supported to be clear about their accountabilities, and through that, will lead to an improved service for children and families.

3.2 The review makes clear just how crucial it is that the structure makes accountability for safeguarding practice clear, including with self-employed contractors and bank staff holding Cafcass cases.

3.3 Added impetus for this work, if any were needed, comes from the recent Ofsted inspection into our service in the East Midlands, and from other inspection reports which highlight significant practice gaps.  Confused accountability makes it significantly harder for us as an organisation to get to grips with practice gaps.

3.4 Each recommendation in the review needs its own action plan, and will need to be linked into the wider business and practice improvement programmes within Cafcass. In this sense, the review does not stand alone. For example, we will be giving a clearer responsibility for managing flexible workforce issues to a new Head of Profession or group of staff for whom responsible for the contract management of self-employed contractors, bank staff and homeworkers.  Positive practice and constructive initiatives need bringing together more coherently at the national level. This links to Recommendation 8 in the Accountability Review. Similarly, I already work with the President of the High Court Family Division and the Chief Executive of Her Majesty’s Courts Service on a number of joint programmes, and it makes sense to build in a clearer sense of accountability into all these programmes, such as the current review to blend together the President’s Private Law Model and the Cafcass Private Law Pathway (Recommendations 3 and 12).

3.5 Many of the recommendations chime with programmes already reported to and endorsed by the Board, particularly the recommendations to strengthen supervision (Recommendations 11 and 13): the recommendation to strengthen the management of front line services which is the main objective of the current restructuring (Recommendation 7); and the current effectiveness review of the Quality Assurance system and forms (Recommendation 14). 

4
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

4.1
The majority of the recommendations will be taken forward using staff time as the resource.  A new Head of Profession for the flexible workforce, or new arrangements, will have a continuing revenue cost attached, and this and any other expense, which will not be significant, will be contained within existing budgets.

5 RISKS

5.1 The risks of not going forward with the key issues identified in the Accountability Review are considerable, and, given Cafcass’s core function of protecting children, Cafcass has a responsibility to ensure accountability at levels is made as clear as possible.

5.2 Taking forward some issues identified by the Review will require continuous consultation with some stakeholders, and this will be built into the final Action Plan.

Anthony Douglas

Chief Executive
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