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RESPONSE FROM THE WELSH GOVERNMENT TO THE ELEVENTH ANNUAL REPORT OF THE CHILDREN’S COMMISSIONER FOR WALES 2011-12

Foreword by Rt Hon Carwyn Jones AM, First Minister of Wales
I am delighted to welcome the eleventh annual report from the Children’s Commissioner for Wales.  This is the fifth report from Keith Towler since taking up his post in 2008.

I congratulate the Commissioner and his office on their achievements outlined in the report. As always, the Commissioner’s report provides a well-informed and challenging focus on key issues for children and young people. I am pleased that the Commissioner has also noted the positive developments we have taken forward as a Government, as well as identifying areas where he feels further work is needed.  

We are committed to ensuring that children and young people living in Wales grow up in healthy, vibrant communities and are supported to reach their potential.  It is vital that children and young people have the best start in life and that they are healthy and they continue to grow and learn through a first class education system.  Our priorities for children and young people, set out in our Programme for Government, clearly demonstrate our commitment to improving the health and educational outcomes of children and young people and reducing poverty and disadvantage.  

We are doubling the number of children who will benefit from Flying Start so that almost a quarter of all children in Wales aged 0-3 and their families will receive support.  We continue to invest in our schools.  We will continue to improve opportunities for all children and young people in Wales to participate in decision making on issues which affect them. We have also identified those areas where our work must continue in order to optimise the opportunities and life chances for children in Wales in times of considerable economic challenge. 

As a small nation we should be proud that we lead the way in many of our policies for children. We have enshrined the UNCRC in law and we are one of only a few countries in the world to have done this and we have placed the need to provide children with opportunities to play on a statutory basis  which has not been done anywhere else. 

As in previous years our response has focussed on each issue raised by the Children’s Commissioner in his annual report.  As a result, in noting the complete response, it is clear that a vast amount of work has already been done to address these issues and we remain committed to improving the well-being of children and young people in Wales.

I hope this response will show the importance we place on his report and our intention to continue to make things better for all our children and young people in Wales.

I thank the Children’s Commissioner for Wales for his annual report and for being a champion for children.  We are, as ever, grateful for the work he and his office undertake and place immense value on his role and his report.

Welsh Government response to the

Children Commissioner’s Annual Report 2011/2012
Parenting- All parents and carers should be able to access advice and support when they need it, no matter what their circumstances, no matter where they live, no matter what age their child is – so that they can parent their children positively.  The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to:

· publish guidance to support the implementation of parenting support as set out in the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 and to use this to provide clear strategic direction on universal parenting support, taking into account the recommendations of the National Assembly for Wales’ Children and Young People Committee.

· include in such guidance direction on the need for universal parenting support provision to include appropriate and accessible support for kinship carers, foster carers, adoptive parents and parents who have disabled children.

The Welsh Government has made clear the emphasis it places on whole-family support, including, but not restricted to, the support that parents may need at different stages and times. We are currently looking at ways to strengthen and make more coherent the support that  families may need and receive. Proposals will take in a broad range of support activities, including better, more easily accessible information and advice, parenting, and relationship issues, whilst ensuring a coherence with existing programmes, such as Flying Start and Families First. The Welsh Government will make a further announcement in early 2013. 
Parenting support is an integral component of Flying Start and local authorities are expected to offer formal parenting support to all Flying Start families on at least an annual basis.  Flying Start is a closely targeted geographical scheme that operates in defined areas and we continue to work with our stakeholders to ensure that support reaches those that need it most. We have strengthened the mechanism used to target Flying Start and the expanded programme will be targeted in areas with the highest proportion of children under 4 years of age living in income benefit households. We have also introduced a small element of outreach work so that more of those families that are most in need of Flying Start services can access them.

A number of local authorities have also included parenting programmes or parenting support services, and are running associated Learning Sets, as part of their Families First programme. This is intended to be additional to, and complement, existing arrangements.  Local authorities have the flexibility to commission to meet locally identified need and we have not included or precluded particular services or projects. We continue to work to increase the synergies between Families First and the parenting offer delivered as part of Flying Start.

Families First is delivered locally across Wales. It is not targeted at particular geographical or postcode areas. Families First has been designed to be pro-active so that local authorities design systems and services that seek early identification of need before families reach crisis and offer appropriate intervention. The programme rolled out across Wales in April 2012, and all local authorities are in the process of implementing their action plans and commissioning services to meet locally identified need. All local authorities are developing a Team Around the Family approach and a joint assessment family framework. This must be based on whole-family approaches that focus on strengths inherent in the family. 

In October 2011 the Deputy Minister for Social Services and Children confirmed that the Welsh Government would not put forward legislation regarding physical chastisement, during the current Assembly term. However, cultural change will be promoted to encourage positive disciplinary alternatives to physical punishment.  The Welsh Government is currently working with the Children are Unbeatable Alliance! Cymru to develop recommendations around how best to influence and bring about the changes that we seek. This will include consideration of the most appropriate media for communicating with parents.
School banding – Whilst the Commissioner is pleased that the measures used reflect the Minister’s priorities for improvement, which include reducing the impact of deprivation, he remains concerned that ‘few schools’ are supporting disadvantaged learners well, as noted in Estyn’s latest annual report. The report also details how schools are failing to share best practice or collaborate well with each other on the issue. Meanwhile, latest National Statistics on Academic Achievement and Entitlement to Free School Meals produced by Welsh Government and released in March 2012 indicated that performance of pupils eligible for free school meals is lower than their non-eligible counterparts ‘at all key stages and in all performance measures’.

Banding provides a systematic view of a school’s performance, based on long-standing, publicly available data. It is designed to give us a clearer focus on schools’ performance and progress. The most important outcome of banding is the extra support now being targeted at schools most in need. Banding, coupled with the work being undertaken by School Standards and Delivery Division has helped local authority consortia in drawing up detailed action plans for schools across Wales to receive support.  The process is designed to help local authorities support their schools more effectively, raising standards and performance in Wales. It is not about labelling, naming or shaming, or creating a crude league table. It is about putting schools into groups to identify which need our support and which we can learn from.

On Wednesday 10 October 2012 the Minister for Education and Skills launched a new national implementation plan for 3 to 16 education in Wales called ‘Improving schools’. The plan is targeted at leaders throughout the education system in Wales, from schools, local authorities and regional consortia through to government. In the document we have clearly set out what needs to be achieved at each level of the education system.  The actions set down in this new plan build on the Minister’s ‘Teaching makes a difference’ speech and the School Effectiveness Framework. The key actions aim to improve levels of literacy and numeracy and reduce the impact of deprivation.

This plan is practical and provides clear direction to ensure that the education system in Wales delivers our commitment to raising literacy and numeracy skills of pupils across Wales together with reducing the negative impact of poverty on achievement.  All partners must have ownership of the plan and take responsibility for its delivery. This extends to schools and communities, parents, children and young people, local authorities and the four regional consortia, WLGA, Governors Wales, diocesan authorities, Estyn, trade unions and many more.

The plan is focused on the schools part of our education system: reform of two other critical parts, early years and post-16, will be covered elsewhere.  The plan acknowledges that we are all engaged in delivery and building the capacity of the system. The best world class plans build the capacity of the system and have a clear chain of delivery. A chain of delivery not only gives a time line for implementing policy it identifies who will do what at what layer of the system. 

The plan identifies the roles of the four regional consortia school improvement teams and how they interface with schools to share good practice and collaborate, with the local authorities that make up the consortia and with Welsh Government.

Officials have engaged and asked for views on the format of the plan. They have met regional groups of stakeholders and held national level workshops. They have listened carefully to the views expressed and taken on board the changes suggested.  

The plan will bring about a different approach to accountability within Welsh Government and for consortia because clear route maps, timelines and delivery chains are identified. The plan will need schools to link their self-evaluation processes and development planning to its timelines. It will provide a new method for future strategic planning and will be our vehicle for implementing the reforms needed to get our young people where they need to be for 2015 and beyond.  

In some cases the plan refers to new policy being developed and consulted upon. Where it does this it identifies a timescale for the development of new policy and a period for its implementation.

The creation of the Pupil Deprivation Grant in 2012-13 reinforced the Welsh Government’s intention to reduce the impact of poverty on educational attainment. 

Children and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds consistently perform worse than their peers across all 4 Key Stages. PDG provides additional funding of £32.4m for children and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds to ensure that schools embrace their wider mission to tackle barriers to learning and that they set consistent high standards for all. 

Numerous studies have shown no convincing connection between spend per pupil and outcomes for pupils, indicating that this is a complex issue with no simple solution. For this reason we are looking at introducing a requirement that in their use of the Pupil Deprivation Grant schools must apply evidence-based approaches, such as those interventions identified by the Sutton Trust. Identification of potentially productive strategies and approaches, sharing of lead practice and encouraging collaborative working will also be a major feature of the PDG.  

School Standards and Organisation (Wales) Bill - The Commissioner hopes that through this legislation that the statutory obligation to consult with learners will be effectively implemented.  He is concerned that changes to the arrangements and funding for free school breakfasts, school-based counselling and flexible charging for school meals under the Bill may impact on equity of access and the provision of non-stigmatising services for children and young people.  The Commissioner is calling on the Welsh Government to:

· take measures to ensure that children and young people are recognised as key stakeholders in relation to engagement in processes relating to school standards and organisation.

· to consider the requirements of the Rights of Children & Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 in relation to the proposals included in the School Standards  Organisation Bill.

The Schools Standards and Organisation (Wales) (SSO) Bill is at stage 2 with the Minister for Education and Skills appearing before the Children and Young People Committee on 14 November 2012.


Flexible charging is new legislation being introduced as part of this Bill.  For school meals it will only come into existence following Royal Assent of the Bill  There is, therefore, no change to the funding provision as it has not existed prior to the Bill. The Bill provisions give local authorities and governing bodies the power to charge flexibly. Use of the power is therefore optional.  Guidance will be developed to assist local authorities and governing bodies in exploring flexible charging and will include advice relating to equality issues; however it is for those parties to use the power in an appropriate manner and in a way mindful of The Equality Act 2010, which applies to local authorities and governing bodies. The Welsh Government would expect such bodies to undertake an equality impact assessment as part of any plans to introduce a flexible charging scheme or schemes. Finally, guidance will also include clarification with regard to the element preventing schools and local authorities from charging more than the cost of providing a meal.  This is to ensure that, where discounts are provided to a particular group or groups, the cost of offering these discounts is not covered by increasing the cost to others in excess of the cost of providing the meal.

The duty on local authorities to provide free school breakfasts will operate in much the same way as it does currently. In terms of new requests to participate in the free breakfast initiative, a local authority will only be able to decline a request if it considers that it would be unreasonable to make breakfast provision at the school.  Each request will need to be considered objectively, in the sense of what a reasonable or rational person would consider unreasonable, taking into account relevant matters and disregarding irrelevant matters.  Where breakfast provision already exists, the duty to provide free breakfast provision will not apply if the governing body has asked the local authority to stop providing breakfasts; or the local authority has determined that it would be unreasonable to provide breakfasts. If a local authority decides not to provide breakfasts or continue to provide breakfast at the school then it must notify the governing body of its decision in writing, setting out the reasons for the authority’s decision.  

The transfer of £4.5m to the Revenue Support Grant will reflect the cost to local authorities of continuing to provide a counselling service at each secondary school they maintain, to secondary pupils, Year 6 primary pupils and other 16 to 18 year olds. This costing is in line with the current terms and conditions of the grant to local authorities for providing this service. 
The Revenue Support Grant provides flexibility to local authorities to determine how they utilise their funding in order to best meet their local needs – this will apply in respect of discharging any legislative duties associated with school-based counselling and free breakfasts. Whilst the amount of funding being spent on breakfasts and counselling is not being monitored directly there will be, through a new power in the Bill, a direction for local authorities to provide data about their counselling services, to monitor and assess the level and impact of the services being provided locally. (This data on school based counselling is currently collected as part of the current grant scheme.) Data on take up of free breakfasts is collected, and will continue to be collected, through the school census; this has been the case since the school census 2009, prior to which it had been collected as part of the grant scheme. 

The Bill makes the duties in relation to breakfast and counselling “education functions of local authorities”. The Welsh Ministers have powers of intervention under section 21 of the Bill which will therefore attach to these new functions in the event that local authorities act or propose to act unreasonably.  

We would expect the non-stigmatising services for children and young people to continue and expect a local authority to have regard to this in the same was as they would do for the free school meal service.
The duty placed upon Welsh Ministers under the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 came into force on 1 May 2012. At the time of the Bill’s introduction therefore this duty was not in place. Indeed, much of the policy development work undertaken on this Bill began 18 months prior to its introduction and well before any duty under the Rights of Children and Young Persons Measure came into force. However, Welsh Government officials have been mindful of the principles of the UNCRC as set out in the seven core aims for children and young people which summaries the UNCRC and, notwithstanding that the duty was not in place, have considered the Bill provisions in light of the duty. The Welsh Government is satisfied that the provisions of the Bill do support the relevant articles of the UNCRC and, following Royal Assent, DfES officials work closely with the Welsh Government Children’s Rights Team to ensure that each of the provisions within the Bill fully meet the requirements and duties set out in the Rights of Children and Young Persons Measure. An example of children and young people being recognised as key stakeholders in relation to the Bill provisions can be found in the sections dealing with school organisation proposals, where we have determined, with reference to factors including the representations of the Children’s Commissioner, to make school councils category 2 objectors, on a par with school governing bodies. Building on this consideration, the revised Explanatory Memorandum of the Bill will contain explicit reference to the UNCRC.

The Welsh Government is also very keen to seek the views of children and young people and considers these views an important elements of any legislation. This is why we specifically created both children and young persons versions of the white paper so such views and opinions could be gathered and reflected within the Bill.
Participation in education settings - the School Effectiveness Framework states that ‘children and young people’s participation in wider aspects of learning needs to build on the work of school councils to secure real engagement in the learning process.’ However Estyn’s latest annual report (2010-11) suggests that progress is too slow in achieving this.  The Commissioner:


· is calling on Welsh Government to request that Estyn include participation as an issue for inclusion in their annual programme of issues to be considered in more detail. This work should include consideration of the degree to which education settings are meeting the National Participation Standards and a review of the implementation of recommendations made by Estyn in its 2008 report on pupil participation and school councils.

· expects that support for pupil participation by Welsh Government is maintained as an important element of school effectiveness. 

The Welsh Government continues to consider pupil participation a key element of school effectiveness and to support it operationally in schools. In particular this year we have revamped and (on 12 June) relaunched the Pupil Voice Wales website, which is a key repository for advice and guidance for schools and young people on participation in school settings.  In response to this recommendation we will explore with Estyn the possibility of undertaking a thematic review of the effectiveness of pupil participation, following up on its 2008 report on pupil participation and school councils. 
Safeguarding and complaints – the report of an inspection of pupil referral units by Estyn and CSSIW provides a worrying picture in which there is no consistent standard applied across provision in relation to safeguarding, behaviour management strategies, and use of restraint and child protection practice. Notably pupils are not given the opportunity to add their own comments to incident reports following an intervention, complaints by parents or pupils against staff following use of restraint are not always recorded, reported or investigated in a timely manner, and outcomes are not always recorded accurately.

Welsh Government issued draft guidance, ‘Guidance and model procedure for school governing bodies in Wales’, in relation to complaints in 2011 and the consultation ended in April 2011. Still waiting for the final guidance to be issued.

The Commissioner’s advice and support service regularly handle cases where safeguarding processes are not followed in education settings. In particular schools and governing bodies fail to recognise the agreed process for referral to Welsh Government funded independent investigation service SERVOCA. Also there are other cases where complaints made by pupils are not dealt with according to procedures and where the voice of the child or young person is not heard. This situation must change.

On 2 October the Welsh Government published Circular 011/2012 - Complaints procedures for school governing bodies in Wales. The guidance is aimed primarily at head teachers of maintained schools in Wales and local authorities in Wales and contains advice for schools and governing bodies on establishing and publicising a complaints procedure. It also, for the first time, provides a model procedure for handling complaints. The guidance also contains specific advice for schools on procedures for dealing with complaints from or involving pupils together with – again for the first time - model complaints information leaflets for pupils in primary and secondary schools which those schools can use to raise awareness amongst pupil of their right to raise their own complaint. This is intended to ensure that children and young people in schools know and can exercise their right to be heard in relation to complaints about what is happening in their schools.

The Welsh Government shares the concerns of the Commissioner that some schools and local authorities are not fully aware of the criteria for referring a child protection allegation for an independent investigation, and the procedure to be followed. The Welsh Government’s advice letters covering the establishment and operation of its Independent Investigation Service (IIS) were issued to schools and local authorities in 2006 and 2007 and as staff changes occur it is likely that these letters may be overlooked or lost. For this to be address, the Welsh Government is finalising its revised guidance on staff disciplinary procedures, which should be issued shortly. The guidance has been complied using the combined experience and expertise of stakeholders involved in the staff disciplinary process including Governors Wales, local authority  governor support officers and HR representatives, the Children’s Commissioner’s office, school staff unions and diocesan authorities. The guidance is comprehensive and includes advice on all aspects of the staff disciplinary procedure. The guidance also includes a model policy and more importantly, consolidates the previously issued advice from the Welsh Government on its Independent investigation service (IIS).  The Welsh Government envisages that by drawing the advice on the IIS and disciplinary matters together in one comprehensive document, it will raise the profile and awareness of the IIS amongst schools and governing bodies which will lead to improved compliance with the law.       

Changes to safeguarding arrangements brought about by the introduction of the Vetting and Barring Scheme and amended by Protection of Freedoms Act 2012 mean that new guidance is required.  Whitehall colleagues have issued brief, stand alone guidance on the changes and on supervision, but the Welsh Government intends to replace circular 52/1995, ‘Safeguarding Children in Education: The role of local authorities and governing bodies under the Education Act 2002’ to provide a single source of more comprehensive guidance.  This will be updated as further provisions of the Act are introduced in a staged process
School toilets – Welsh Government’s best practice guidance for school toilets in primary and secondary schools.  The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to oversee the implementation of this guidance in order to ascertain if stronger statutory guidance is needed in the future.  The commissioner will be gathering evidence from the children and young people he meets throughout the year to ascertain if the new guidance is having any impact.
The Welsh Government published good practice guidance for school toilet facilities on 25 January 2012. The Welsh Government expects all local authorities and other responsible bodies in Wales to be mindful of the guidance when carrying out their functions and to secure implementation wherever possible.

The Welsh Government is liaising with HMI Estyn regarding the undertaking of a thematic review of hygiene in schools which will cover issues around school toilets. It is intended that this review will give a useful point of reference for any review of the impact of the good practice guidance. The Welsh Government is mindful that the guidance must be given the opportunity to bed in and so it is unlikely that this Estyn thematic review will take place before the 2014/15 inspection cycle
CAMHS - The planning and provision of support for the emotional and mental wellbeing of children and young people must be driven by the needs of those children and young people and not led by the demands of systems and services.

At the end of 2011 Welsh Government issued ‘Draft Code of Practice to Parts 2 and 3 of the Mental Health (Wales) Measure 2010’. The Commissioner called for clear reference in the Code of Practice to the rights of children and young people to say what they think in all matters affecting them and to have those views taken seriously. In March 2012 consultation on the Mental Health (Secondary Mental Health Services) (Wales) Order 2012 ended and Commissioner noted with concern the lack of priority given within the consultation to the UNCRC and how CAMHS in Wales adopt the principles laid out within the Convention. 

The Commissioner does not believe that the draft Mental Health (Secondary Mental Health Services) (Wales) Order 2012 currently reflects a rights-based approach and will result in children and young people having to demonstrate considerable need before an appropriate plan and service is provided. This will create unnecessary barriers to the rights of children and young people to effective and appropriate mental health services in Wales and increase the implementation gap that he has consistently highlighted.   The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to:

· ensure that guidance and regulation resulting from the Mental Health (Wales) Measure 2010 reflects a clear rights-based approach in line with the UNCRC.

· ensure that the new Mental Health Strategy for Wales that is currently being developed strongly reflects an approach based on the UNCRC and the principles of the best interests of the child.

On 22 October we will published ‘Together for Mental Health’, our new all-ages mental health strategy, replacing existing separate child and adult strategies.  This is the first age inclusive mental health and wellbeing strategy in Wales. Article 24 of the UNCRC states that ‘children have the right to good quality health care’. The inclusion of this age group within the strategy and more specifically via specific actions in the associated delivery plan will give greater effect to this right. It will also further embed the Welsh Government’s commitment to improving support for children and young people with mental ill-health.  All children under the age of 18, regardless of race, religion or abilities are recognised within the strategy, ensuring that all organisations will work towards the best interests of each child.     

A focus for the strategy is the recovery process.  Specialist in-patient provision for children and young people in north and south Wales, working closely with community based teams and enhanced mental health provision in primary care as a result of the Mental Health (Wales) Measure 2010 will enhance this philosophy.  The Measure will ensure that children in secondary care have a clearly identified care co-ordinator, a plan that is developed with them and their carers as appropriate and have regular reviews.  All those providing the enhanced mental health advocacy service will have or be undertaking specialist training in advocacy with children. 
The strategy will ensure that mental health services for children and adolescents in Wales are able to meet the needs of this group.  It will ensure that access to treatment continues to be timely that specialist staff is available. It will encourage partnership working between local health boards, education departments, housing and social care.  

By adopting a ‘whole life’ approach we are recognising the need to promote and maintain good mental health among children and young people and the affect this can have on their health, education, future attainment.  Similarly we are recognising the importance of these factors and wider societal influences, such as poverty and the role they play in a young person’s development and mental wellbeing.  Tackling stigma and discrimination is a central element of the strategy and this is particularly important in relation to children and young people.

Children and young people were involved in the development of the Strategy and their opinions have helped shape the final version. It has been developed from the outset to embed the principles of the UNCRC and the rights of children and children’s views were sought as part of the consultation process.

The strategy builds on service improvements in the field of children’s mental health which have occurred over the last 10 years and which has seen a 25 % increase in the CAMHS workforce, with associated reductions in waiting and treatment times. 

School-based counselling -  Services should be available to all children and young people as and when they need such support. Ensuring access to services such as school-based counselling will support well-being and access to a range of rights for children and young people.

The Welsh Government commissioned evaluation of the national strategy for school-based counselling indicated that some groups including certain BME groups and children and young people with special educational needs are under-represented in terms of those children and young people accessing provision. The Commissioner is concerned that the evaluation suggested that provision may be limited for children and young people wishing to access support through the medium of the Welsh language.  He is also concerned that the strategy identifies Children and Young People’s Partnerships (CYPPs) as the strategic leads for local school-based counselling services and that local changes to planning and partnership structures may see some CYPPs disappearing which could pose a risk to the development and expansion of services. This vital role must be safeguarded whilst changes in structures are occurring. The Commissioner:

· is calling on Welsh Government to address the recommendations made within the School Counselling evaluation report and to take appropriate measures through new powers under the School Standards & Organisation (Wales) Bill to expand provision to primary schools. 

· will be seeking assurances from the Welsh Government that changes to local planning and partnership arrangements will not impede the development and expansion of school-based counselling services. This is of particular importance in relation to access for children and young people who do not attend specified education settings.

· is calling on Welsh Government to ensure that statutory guidance under the School Standards and Organisation (Wales) Bill is robust enough to ensure that school-based counselling provision reflects the effective quality assurance, standards and access. A sustainable level of funding to enable full implementation of school-based counselling aspect of the Bill must be ensured.

The School Standards and Organisation (Wales) Bill,  will require Local Authorities to provide a reasonable level of counselling services for registered pupils at secondary schools in their area (including pupil referral units) and other young people aged 11-19 who belong to the local authority’s area (including pupils attending independent schools). The provisions in the Bill state that counselling services should be independent of the local authority, the governing body and teaching staff of the school where the young person is registered, to enable young people to trust and have confidence in the service.

This statutory duty means that local authorities will be required to ensure that arrangements are in place for the delivery of school based counselling, even with changes taking place at a local level to simplify local partnerships and plans.  Children and Young People’s Partnerships will no longer exist in some areas, with the new focus on integrating partnerships and LSB-led single plans provided for in the Welsh Government’s statutory guidance Shared Purpose – Shared Delivery. 

The data provided by local authorities for the spring term 2012 indicates that, of the 2,807 children and young people who accessed the school based counselling service, 3.6% were classed as being from an ethnic minority and 17.3% were classed as having special educational needs. Officials will discuss this data with local authorities, to see whether children and young people from ethnic minorities or with special educational needs are under-represented in terms of those accessing school based counselling.

An independent report published by the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) in early November 2011, noted some difficulties relating to the availability of Welsh-speaking counsellors, and recommended that further investigation into how well school-based counselling (SBC) services meet the needs of Welsh-speaking pupils should be conducted. Officials will be consulting informally with local authorities to gauge whether or not lack of Welsh speaking counsellors is a problem. If it emerges that this is an issue, consideration will be given to commissioning a scoping exercise to establish to what extent Welsh speaking counsellors are lacking, before determining a way forward.

We are currently considering ways that we might support local authorities to provide counselling services to pupils of primary school age.  We have included a provision in the SSO Bill to enable the Welsh Ministers to give effect to any future policy intention to extend counselling services to such pupils. Any consideration of a future extension to this service would be subject to the necessary finances being available.
Going forwards, we will be developing statutory guidance to support the delivery of school based counselling under legislation. This guidance will build upon work carried out to date, including responses received as part of the consultation on the School Standards and Organisation (Wales) Bill. It is intended that the guidance will set out a range of factors to be taken into account when determining reasonable provision and level of service.

Existing grant funding for school based counselling will be transferred to Local Authorities’ Revenue Support Grant from 2013-14 for the continued support of the SBC service. 

A new power to require local authorities to provide data about their counselling services will enable the Welsh Ministers to monitor and assess the level and impact of the services.

Safeguarding & child protection - Children and young people have a right to protection from harm. New arrangements for safeguarding and social care must be robust enough to ensure that a focus on the best interests of the child is not forgotten in the drive for integrated systems.

Commissioner remains convinced that there are strong arguments for the establishment of a separate National Independent Safeguarding Board for children and young people and he is concerned that the proposed joint Board will be consumed with issues related to the new statutory framework for vulnerable adults.  He is pleased that separate Safeguarding Children Boards will be established at the six regional levels but very concerned that the Bill suggests that ‘in time’ these will be merged with Adult Protection Boards.

He is concerned that the National Safeguarding Forum has been disbanded. It is not clear what interim arrangements have been made to support safeguarding in Wales at a national level in the period before new arrangements under the Social Services Bill are in place.  The Commissioner:

· is seeking reassurance from Welsh Government that interim arrangements are being put in place to support safeguarding at a national level in advance of new arrangements under the Social Services Bill.

· calling on Welsh Government to address his concerns and establish a separate national safeguarding board for children and young people.

· calling on Welsh Government to include in the guidance for new regional Children’s Safeguarding Boards clear direction on processes to ensure that the voice of children and young people help to determine priorities.

There are currently complex networks involved in protecting people. We are committed to developing a more coherent and better integrated approach with equitable systems for children and adults.  The establishment of a National Independent Safeguarding Board will provide a national leadership approach across all stakeholders and will develop and promote high quality standards which will enable our approach to safeguarding children and adults to be flexible and responsive to meet changes in social structure.

Through the development of the proposals and our consultation both the children and adult sectors have expressed views that one or other of the sectors will be disadvantaged by this national focus. Many from the adult sector said that they thought the children’s agenda would dominate. We understand the points being made, but do not accept that this will happen in practice. There are common issues in safeguarding and protection and we have to build on the strengths of what we have to safeguard everyone who needs protection.

Whilst the formal Board will not be in place until the legislative process is complete, the Welsh Government will establish a ‘Shadow Board’ which will oversee the development of the arrangements that will need to be put in place through the legislation. The Deputy Minister for Children and Social Services announced on 18 October 2012 that the Shadow Board will be in place before the end of this financial year.  

There is clear evidence that Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards (LSCBs) are not working as effectively as we had hoped - doing things 22 times is not sustainable.  It is important we avoid unnecessary duplication of work and improve consistency. Joint inspections have demonstrated that LSCBs are unable to demonstrate how they are effective at safeguarding children.  We have engaged fully with our stakeholders and listened carefully to what they have had to say. We recognise the anxieties expressed about merged arrangements for children and adults. However, we are clear that future arrangements for Social Services will be based on a ‘people’ model, rather than separate arrangements for adults and children. We will be providing the Boards with powers to merge, once they have considered and discharged any risks and believe that there are significant advantages in adopting an approach based on people.

Existing LSCBs should start planning for change in advance of the legislation. We have received a report on progress being made against the new model and are very pleased that some of the new Board structures will be in place as soon as the spring of 2013. We will continue to urge all LSCBs to make significant progress so that all the risks have been properly assessed and discharged before the legislation requires the change and will be seeking an up-date on progress shortly. 

These proposals which include the establishment of the Shadow Board will be brought forward as part of the provisions in the Social Service and Well-being Bill (Wales) which will be introduced in the National Assembly in January 2013. 

The Welsh Government has signed up to the seven core aims of the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and these principles form part of all Welsh policy decisions made on delivering service provisions locally.   We are committed to ensuring that children have a strong voice in policy making decision process. This is one of the main principles contained in the forthcoming Social Services Well-being (Wales) Bill which advocates for a stronger voice for ‘people’ to ensure they are listened to and we will be exploring how this can be achieved through the National Board and the new Safeguarding Boards.
Social Services (Wales) Bill - Significantly the Bill is intended to introduce social care services provided on the basis of need and not of age. Although the Commissioner has been assured that this does not mean that the definition of a Child in Need under the Children Act 1989 will no longer operate the move to a concept of ‘people in need’ is of concern to him. Children and young people have distinct needs and rights as reflected in the UNCRC. One of the principles of the Bill is that it aims to promote a ‘stronger voice and real control’ for service users however the consultation draft does not clearly set out the ways in which this will be secured for children and young people. 

The new social care landscape in Wales must be built on the bedrock of the UNCRC and there must be a strengthened commitment to the rights based delivery of social services with clear mechanisms for securing the voice of the child.


The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to retain a strong focus on the best interests of the child and the UNCRC in the final Social Services (Wales) Bill and subsequent regulation and guidance.

The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Bill will provide for all people eligible for care and support, children, adults and carers. Children’s rights are not diluted within this Bill and all rights that currently exist for them will remain. The Bill will introduce a number of new duties designed to widen access, make access simpler and streamline existing processes for all those eligible for care and support. As the Commissioner knows, the UNCRC now places a duty on Welsh Ministers to embrace children’s rights in all legislation and policy making. The Regulatory Impact Assessment that is accompanying the Bill through the scrutiny process that commences in January 2013, will provide the evidence that children’s rights have been properly considered. Scrutiny of the Bill will also provide the opportunity for further representations to be made by interested parties. 

Looked after children and young people - Children and young people have a right to protection from harm. New arrangements for safeguarding and social care must be robust enough to ensure that a focus on the best interests of the child is not forgotten in the drive for integrated systems.

Commissioner noted the private members Bill that made proposals for new legislation on care being phased out more slowly, tailored to the young person’s needs, until up to the age of 25. The Office for National Statistics has evidenced a continued trend in young people living at home with their parents well into their twenties and beyond. However many of the young people that the state has parental responsibility for are expected to live independently without adequate support at a much earlier age than their peers. For these young people who have been looked after and have decided not to continue with their education, the Commissioner believes support is being withdrawn too early in their transition to adulthood.


Educational outcomes for looked after children and young people have been an area of concern for the Commissioner and Welsh Government for some time. He is concerned that the latest annual report of the Chief Inspector of the Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales reported that only 60% of looked after children and young people were supported by timely personal educational plans in 2010-11.  The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government:

· (and local authorities) to implement the priorities for service improvement set out in his ‘Lost After Care’ report. He will be seeking written feedback from duty bearers and stakeholders in relation to the implementation of these priorities for service improvement.

· to accept the principle of the need for care to be phased out more slowly and tailored to the young person’s needs up to the age of 25.

On 9 October 2012 the Deputy Minister for Children and Social Services delivered an Oral Statement announcing the launch of a consultation on a scheme to improve looked after children’s transition to adulthood.  The “When I am Ready” (WIR) Scheme, developed in partnership with Ken Skates AM,  will provide looked after children with the opportunity to remain living with their foster parent beyond the age of 18, enabling these young people to remain in a supportive family environment until they are ready to make the transition to independent living.

The consultation closes on 4 January 2013 and the Scheme is scheduled to be available from 1 April 2013.  The Scheme provides a clear framework for local authorities to develop and publish details of their “WIR” policies and inform children and those caring for them what the Scheme offers and explore whether it is suitable for their longer term needs, early in their transitional planning process.  The consultation has been developed with DWP and HMRC to ensure children and their carers are fully appraised of the tax and benefit implications that apply to WIR arrangements and are able to make informed choices.

We are confident that young people will be able to benefit from the WIR Scheme; that they will be able to stay within a loving family with whom they have developed bonds and will get that extra encouragement to stay within or reconnect with education or training and make the most of the opportunities available to them.  The scheme is a practical resource that will afford greater choice over the timing of the transition from care and help ensure a consistency and sustainability of approach to enable looked after children to have the opportunity to remain with their foster carers beyond the age of 18, where the young person requests this support and their foster family agree.  

It is important that foster families are actively engaged at the earliest opportunity in discussions on how children can be effectively supported and how the foster family can contribute to the most effective transition to adulthood plans.  This will require the sensitive management of the impact of the significant choices both looked after children and their foster families will need to make, in order to comply with the detailed HMRC and DWP benefit rules.

The Scheme will ensure that all children across Wales are provided with the same choices and are supported to have voice and control over their placement choices and decide when they are ready to make the transition to independent living.  In addition, we have commenced legislation to enable and support former looked after children re-connect to education, training and employment up to the age of 25.  The legislation places duties on local authorities to appoint a Personal Advisor, prepare a Pathway Plan and provide support, including financial, for those children who have left care but wish to grow their potential and opportunities for future life.

Welsh Government, in implementing ‘Sustainable Social Services for Wales; A Framework for Action’, is developing a national outcomes framework. The outcomes framework will contain outcomes, standards and performance measures which are aimed at improving the outcomes for people who need care and support, and providing a clear, transparent and commonly understood way of reporting on progress across the sector. Welsh Government has worked with key stakeholders to develop an approach, and is setting up a task and finish group to further develop the priority work around Looked After Children. 

A consultation on the approach to the National Outcomes Framework will issue towards the end of 2012.

Young Carers - We must respond to the distinct needs of young carers and we must listen to what young carers say they need so that they get access to their rights and the childhood they deserve.

The Commissioner is disappointed that the ‘Carers Strategies (Wales) Measure 2010 Guidance’ issued to Local Health Boards and Local Authorities’ in January 2012 does not fully respond to the issues he highlighted in last year’s annual report.  Within the guidance there is reference to the need to consider an assessment of a young carer as a child in need under the 1989 Children Act but this has not been given sufficient prominence. 

He welcomes the inclusion of a requirement for local strategies to include a chapter on the needs of young carers. He is however concerned that although the UNCRC and Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 are included in an annex any reference to these frameworks is absent from the main document. The Commissioner very much welcomes the statement ‘that young carers are recognised as a distinct group with specific needs, but are recognised first and foremost as children and young people’. However he does not believe that this principle is adequately reflected in the guidance.  The Commissioner is calling on the Welsh Government to:

· ensure that in assessing whether local carers strategies are fit for purpose they consider how far each strategy recognises young carers as a distinct group with specific needs, adopts a UNCRC framework and has clear measures for an assessment of needs of the child.

· identify the means through which the National Eligibility Framework and Code of Practice being introduced under the Social Services (Wales) Bill can be used as a vehicle to ensure that an assessment of need is available to all young carers.
· (and local health boards and local authorities) to consider the calls included in his ‘Full of Care’ report (2009) in developing and assessing the adequacy of measures in local strategies to address the needs of young carers.
Under the Carers Strategies (Wales) Measure 2010, Local Health Boards and NHS Trusts are required to work in partnership with local authorities to develop and implement Information and Consultation Strategies for Carers.  The guidance makes it clear that young carers’ issues have to be fully covered, and the Welsh Government has provided additional funding specifically for the development of the young carers chapters of these Strategies.  This additional funding will be available for the three years 2012-13 to 2014-15.  The requirement to have a separate chapter, backed by specific funding, should ensure that young carers are recognised as a distinct group.  

The first Carers Information and Consultation Strategies have to be submitted to the Welsh Government by 31 October 2012 and we are looking forward to seeing what they say about identifying and engaging with young carers, ensuring that they receive appropriate and timely information, and that they are referred to appropriate sources of support.  

In assessing these Strategies, we will of course give ‘due regard’ to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, as we are required to do under the ‘Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011.  We will also ensure that the needs of young adult carers up to the age of 25 are adequately covered in the Strategies.  To assist with longer term monitoring and evaluation of the Measure, the Local Health Boards and their partner authorities are developing an Outcomes Framework to measure the impact the Strategies are having on carers lives, and to ensure consistent implementation.  This will include outcomes for young carers and young adult carers.  The Welsh Government has provided funding to the Carers Officers Learning and Improvement Network for this development work.  

We would expect the Strategies to highlight the need to consider the assessment of young carers as children in need under the 1989 Children Act, and we will bear the Commissioner’s recommendations in mind as we consider whether the Strategies are fit for purpose in this regard.   

Review of respite care in Wales – the Commissioner has ongoing concerns that there is still not an adequate understanding of the needs of young carers and that therefore funding and service provision will fall far short of what he believes is necessary. The needs of young carers and the best respite solutions for them are dramatically different to those of the majority of carers who are generally older people themselves. These children and young people need a specialised approach which will not necessarily involve residential care or overnight provision. Rather, the children and young people who contributed to my ‘Full of Care’ report are calling for increased opportunities to access the support available through young carers projects and easier and highly subsidised access to leisure and transport facilities in order to enable them to have opportunities to enjoy their childhood with freedom from the responsibilities of caring.

The Stakeholder Advisory Group that is helping us refresh the Carers Strategy for Wales has considered respite care, including the findings and recommendations in the ‘Respite Care in Wales’ report.  We will be consulting on the refreshed Strategy in November, and the final version will be published in April 2013.  The refreshed Strategy will recognise that all carers are entitled to regular breaks from caring, to maintain their own health and wellbeing and to have a life beyond caring.  The provision of quality replacement care is essential to achieving this.  The best package of respite provision will depend upon the particular needs of the carer and the person cared for; and as the Children Commissioner reminds us, the needs of young carers will differ from those of older carers Young carers will continue to be a key priority area within the refreshed Strategy.  

The Welsh Government would expect social services and health authorities to fully consider the specific needs of young carers when developing new and sustainable patterns of respite provision, which meet users’ and carers’ needs.    

The Welsh Government continues to fund the Young Carers Network, which brings together young carer representatives from each of the young carer projects across Wales.  These regional meetings provide opportunities for mutual support and a forum for young carers to discuss issues of mutual concern.  Once a year a group of young carers from the Network meet the Deputy Minister for Children and Social Services to present to the Welsh Government the experiences and views of young carers in Wales.  In 2011-12, the Network produced a Young Carers Film which set out  young carers’ views in areas such as education, health, social services, identity and travel.  The refreshed Carers Strategy will provide an opportunity to publicise this DVD and address the issues it raises.  
Breaks for carers of disabled children and young people - Short breaks for carers of disabled children and young people clearly have a dual function of providing a break and respite for the carers whilst also giving the disabled child or young person an opportunity to engage in social and leisure activities.  The Commissioner has called for a clearer focus on the child’s needs alongside those of the carers. He has also asked for inclusion of measures to support the child’s voice in the assessment, planning and design of services needs within the guidance. He hopes to see these changes included in the final draft and will be making further representations to Welsh Government to press that these issues must be addressed in ‘Breaks for Carers of Disabled Children’.

The Commissioner understands that an important, but not exclusive, element of support for disabled children and their families should sit within Families First. He notes that the review of Families First Pioneers commissioned by Welsh Government and published in January 2012 contains very little reference to specific support for disabled children and young people and their families.
Disabled children remain some of the most vulnerable in our society and we recognise that families with disabled children often face particularly high stress and breakdown owing to the increased pressures of looking after a disabled child.  The Breaks for Carers of Disabled Children (Wales) Regulations came into force on Thursday 28th June 2012 – and for the first time this ensures that short breaks for carers of disabled children are placed on a statutory footing. 

These regulations set out clearly the range of short breaks that must be offered by local authorities but they also require local authorities to have regard to the needs of different types of carers and to make that information available to parents and carers in the form of a Short Breaks Statement.

Short breaks do not just provide parents and carers with a chance to have some time to do something else; they can also provide an opportunity for disabled children and young people to spend time with a different adult or with children of their own age, helping them to feel more independent or learn something new. That is why we have been clear in these regulations that short breaks should be offered to parents not just as an emergency intervention when things have got really bad but as a way of providing support more generally.  

As Local Authorities have a duty to provide a range of short break services including access to universal services, it will be important to have an explicit agreement between the local authority and the family that any activity provided as a short break meets the assessed needs of both the disabled child and their family.  The Welsh Government will be conducting a thorough audit of local authorities Short Breaks Statements to ensure that they are complying with their duties. 

Families First takes cognisance of the needs of families with disabled children and young people. The sole ring-fenced element of the programme, amounting to £3m in this and the next financial year, is focused on disability. Programme guidance details the type of activity the Welsh Government wishes to see in this area; the guidance, and priorities, were set in consultation with the former Disabled Children Matter Wales Campaign, which group also offered practical support to local authorities in drawing up the disability element of their plans. Following the Campaign’s cessation, a small group has been established in order that further practical assistance can be offered in the delivery of plans.

The Welsh Government has asked its new evaluation contractors to examine the design and application of the disability strand and to reflect this in their first annual report in April 2013.
NSF for children, young people and maternity services - The Commissioner is requesting that Welsh Government provide me with an update on the current status of the NSF for children, young people and maternity services and provide me with information on the measures in place to scrutinise implementation at a local level.
The NSF has 21 cross cutting standards and 203 specific and measurable key actions setting out the quality of services that children, young people and their families have a right to expect and receive. Good progress has been made in delivering the NSF over the 5 years to 2011, in particular in the areas of Maternity Services, Services for Disabled Children and Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services.147 of the 203 key actions (72%) have improved between 2006 and 2011, with 89 (44%) achieving the maximum score of 6, compared with 46 (23%) in 2006. 51 key actions remain unchanged, and 5 are worse, indicating the need for focus on service improvement in these areas.  

After 7 years of the NSF, there have been significant shifts in the nature and emphasis of Welsh Government policy on children’s services for example there is now a separate action plan for Child Adult Mental Health Services, the Families First and Flying Start Programs and the development of a new approach to Additional Learning Needs is being established, and there is a separate Maternity Services Strategy. All this means the NSF no longer represents a single collective picture of current Welsh Government policy on services for children and young people. There is a need to review the NSF and develop a more outcome focused program to ensure coordinated delivery of action on Children’s Health. 
Wheelchairs – In his annual report last year the Commissioner stated that he was content with the outcomes of Phase 2 of the All Wales Posture and Mobility Review and welcomed the provision of additional funding for wheelchair services. He called on Welsh Government to monitor the effect of that funding on the experiences of children and young people who require such equipment.

The Commissioner is asking Welsh Government to provide him with an update on progress in carrying out such a monitoring exercise. An important element of this will be to assess the strategic approach and sustainable model in order to maintain pace of progress.

Achieving the waiting time standards identified in the Children’s NSF for assessment and provision of  wheelchairs has been a particular area of progress for both of the wheelchair services. Waiting times are being monitored monthly by the Welsh Government. Wheelchair services  have  recently been reviewed by the Health and Social Care Committee  whose report acknowledged the progress made.

There is an ongoing work-stream, funded by the Welsh Government, led by a service user to develop a system to provide ongoing rapid feedback from users to staff on their experience of the service to support continuous improvement. The system will ensure that service users views and experiences inform ongoing and future service developments. This includes children and young people.

Continuing health care – The Commissioner welcomed the publication of children and young people’s draft guidance on continuing health care for consultation and the clear and definite acknowledgement that children and young people’s needs cannot be met by an adult based guidance and assessment tool.

He does not feel that this guidance in its current form will fully meet this expectation to provide a definitive and clear model of working to support a common understanding of continuing care across local health boards and local authorities.   The Commissioner welcomes the fact that this document clearly and categorically states the importance of a child rights approach under the UNCRC. However there is a need for more direction on complaints procedures within the guidance.  The Commissioner expects Welsh Government to closely monitor the implementation of this new guidance.

The Welsh Government will be issuing the Children and Young People’s Continuing Care Guidance in the next month. This will help Local Health Boards (LHBs), Local Authorities and their partners assess and implement bespoke packages of  care for children and young people whose needs cannot be met by existing universal or specialist services alone. We will be ensuring the guidance is implemented effectively with a training program to support multiagency professionals.
Sexually harmful behaviour - The ‘All Wales Protocol: The Management of Young People engaged in sexually harmful behaviour’ was issued for consultation in November 2011. The final draft has yet to be published.  Once the protocol is published, the Commissioner expects Welsh Government to plan for a review of its implementation.

The results of work we commissioned to consider services available for children who might engage in sexually harmful behaviour demonstrated a need to develop a Wales-wide approach in dealing with this issue. In February last year, The Welsh Government announced the production of an all-Wales protocol on the management of young people engaged in sexually harmful behaviour. 
 

The all-Wales protocol is intended to ensure there is a consistent multi-agency approach across Wales when there is a concern that a child might engage in sexually harmful behaviour, to reduce their risk of re-offending and to address their broader social and development needs. The protocol will form part of the national child protection procedures, ensuring that all LSCBs will be signed up to its principles and practices.
  
We understand that following a consultation, the All Wales Child Protection Procedures Review Group is finalising this protocol.  Publication is expected imminently.  The Welsh Government will discuss with the All Wales group how we might support the successful implementation of this important protocol.  

Trafficking – The Commissioner is calling on the Welsh Government to review the implementation of the new All Wales Protocol on Child Trafficking.

The Deputy Minister for Children and Social Services and the Welsh Government have always been clear that child trafficking is a heinous crime and that we must do all we can to ensure that Wales continues to be a hostile place to traffickers.   We continue to be grateful for the work the Children Commissioner has done to raise awareness of this crime.

We welcomed the publication of the All Wales Protocol on Child Trafficking which recognises the importance of agencies, statutory and voluntary, working together and we have written to key agencies to encourage its use.

The Deputy Minister recently agreed funding of £4,000 to support the All Wales group in developing and delivering a training strategy to support implementation of this important protocol.  That training is scheduled to take place shortly. 

Welsh Government officials will ensure that the Commissioners views on a review of the protocol are reflected back to the Group, and will be happy to raise with them the need for a review at an appropriate time.   

Play – Children and young people have the right to play. It is an important part of childhood and access to play impacts on the development and wellbeing of children and young people.

It is imperative that the Welsh Government provides local authorities with the direction they need to implement the provisions for play within the 2010 Measure. In a period of financial constraint I am concerned that provision for play may be viewed as an added extra rather than as the right of every child.

The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to monitor the implementation of duties on play included in the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010.

The Welsh Government is fully committed to continuing to improve opportunities for all children and young people to play in safety and in particular to improve access to play for children with disabilities.

On 2 November 2012, the first part of section 11, Play Opportunities, in the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010, was commenced. This  places a duty on each local authority to assess the sufficiency of  play opportunities for children in its area in accordance with regulations. 

Wales is the first Government in the world to legislate for children’s play and the commencement of the duty on local authorities is an important step in achieving our aims to promote greater access to play.

The second part of the duty, to secure sufficient play opportunities so far as reasonably practicable, will be commenced after full consideration has been given to the assessments and the local authorities’ action plans for improving play opportunities.  We will continue to work closely with local authorities on the preparation for the future duty. 
Advocacy –  plays a critical role in enabling children and young people to exercise their rights as outlined in the UNCRC.

The final commissioning guidance has still not been published even though the consultation exercise on draft guidance closed in April 2011.

The Commissioner also carried out a review of independent professional advocacy for looked after children and young people, care leavers and children in need to see whether and to what extent the arrangements are effective in strengthening and promoting the rights and safeguarding the welfare of children and young people.  The review’s findings were published in March 2012. Some of Wales’ most vulnerable children and young people remain unaware of their entitlement to have an independent professional advocate to represent their views. Wales has been on the advocacy journey for over 10 years following the publication of the Waterhouse Report and yet it finds itself without a clear set of checks and balances to ensure that all children and young people with an entitlement to advocacy also have a genuine opportunity to access it.  The Welsh Government is in the process of considering the recommendations of the review.  The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to:

· accept and deliver on the recommendations.

· improve the arrangements for clear strategic direction on advocacy for children and young people with an entitlement to independent professional advocacy and that they must have that entitlement met.

The Children’s Commissioner raised a number of issues in his ‘Missing Voices’ report.  These included lack of strategic leadership by Welsh Government and Local Government; lack of awareness, understanding and promotion of advocacy; lack of consistent implementation of advocacy provision and lack of scrutiny of the quality of advocacy provision and commissioning. 

The Welsh Government responded to the recommendations in June. This response included a commitment to:

· write to Local Authorities to clarify their duty in relation to advocacy, clarify what is expected in relation to current statutory requirements and highlight the extant guidance;

· establish an Expert Group made up of experts in the field of advocacy who have current experience of providing, commissioning or researching/studying advocacy services, The Children’s Commissioner will be invited to have an observer status at these meetings. This Group will have the advantage of knowing exactly what is happening on the ground and will advise Welsh Ministers on taking forward advocacy. This Group will replace the National Independent Advocacy Board (NIAB).

· establish a Board of young people who have experienced advocacy and their opinions will feed into the new Expert Group and ultimately to the advice that I will receive.  This group of young people will be facilitated independently and will discuss matters addressed by the Expert Group.

· hold an annual advocacy conference. Advocacy sits within many policy areas within Social Services, Education and Health and the conference will provide an opportunity to explore the key issues with stakeholders. The first conference is scheduled to take place in Aberystwyth on the 28th February 2013.
Social Services – statutory provisions for looked after children, children in need and care leavers

Within the Sustainable Social Services for Wales: A Framework for Action programme, a number of the projects will focus on improvements for our most vulnerable children. This includes: work to develop an improvement framework for social services; improving the way in which commissioning, procurement and service delivery are organised in social services; and ensuring the children and young people have a stronger voice in service design and delivery.  

As part of this work, an outcomes framework is currently being developed. Key stakeholders include representatives from the Children’s Commissioners Office, sit on the Strategic Steering and Engagement group working to develop the National Outcomes Framework for Social Services. This work is being lead by the newly established Outcomes Standards and Performance Unit of the Leadership and Accountability Division. 

The first piece of detailed work will be the development of the Outcomes Framework for Looked After Children. A Task and Finish Group has been established and is due to have it’s first meeting on 15th October. The Children’s Commissioner has been invited to be part of that group.

The plan is to introduce the National Outcomes Framework for social services with formal reporting to begin in 2014-2015 to achieve:

· Improved outcomes with regard to the wellbeing of people who need care and support, improved voice and control;

· Improvement in the way that social care services are delivered and the experience of carers and users;

· A collaborative approach to service delivery with the individual as the focus; 

· A consistent pan Wales view of performance, standards and outcomes; and

· A unified approach to planning, delivery and evaluation

Participation – There are concerns about the gap between the standards of Article 12  - that children and young people have the right to say what they think should happen when adults are making decisions about them  - and their actual experience. The Commissioner remains concerned that the mainstreaming of children and young people’s participation has yet to happen and that children and young people continue to report that their views are not sought, listened to or acted upon consistently.

In Wales, a commitment was made within the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 to ensure that the participation agenda was embedded within law. Commissioner had hoped that the new guidance on Local Participation Strategies from Welsh Government would provide strong direction in response to the findings of the ‘Evaluation of Local Authority Participation Strategies’ in 2010.  He remains concerned that the current transition in funding arrangements has led to local uncertainty about the future of participation structures. He believes the guidance should reflect the current participation support structures and seeks assurances that funding arrangements and local rationalisation plans have also been considered.  The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to:

· ensure that the final guidance on local participation strategies under the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 is robust, includes clear direction on protecting and promoting participation structures and sets out a clear outcomes framework for demonstrating progress.
· (and local authorities) to ensure the integrated plans guidance ensures delivery of duties regarding participation under the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 and that once this guidance is published and agreed the integrated plans work streams reflect Local Participation Strategies guidance.
Children and young people’s participation is still very much a focus for the Welsh Government.  We are proud to have put children and young people’s participation on a statutory footing with the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010.

We have consulted on draft Local Participation Guidance that outlined what is expected from local authorities under the Measure.  We received clear messages from stakeholders during this time and have taken them on board.  As a result, the statutory guidance is now much more focussed, is clear about expectations and requirements of local authorities and states clearly how it fits in with the new partnership planning arrangements.

The  statutory guidance will be an appendix to the single integrated planning guidance for Local Service Boards (LSBs), Shared Purpose – Shared Delivery.  This will ensure that children and young people’s participation is considered at all planning stages as well as within local authority services  This will also ensure that partners in LSBs, whilst not being under a statutory duty, are aware of the duty on local authorities and the statutory guidance. 
Welsh Government will monitor and evaluate Local Authorities compliance with the duty in the Measure when monitoring and evaluating Single Integrated Plans. 
Children and young people seeking asylum and age assessment – Last year the Commissioner called for a continued focus on the best interests of the child and for the rights of all children and young people in this system to be upheld.  In May 2010 the UK Government addressed one of the UN Committee’s main criticisms, announcing it would be ending the detention of children and young people for immigration purposes. The Government’s proposals as outlined may fall short of an end to detention, but it has yet to be seen whether the new process meets the requirements of Article 37(b) or fulfils the recommendation of the UNCRC Committee in 2008.

He welcomed the intention of section 55 of the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009, that places a duty on the UK Border Agency (UKBA) to have arrangements in place to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young people in discharging its functions. This legislation and accompanying guidance could have a significant impact on realising children and young people’s best interest but as recent court judgments highlight implementation still has some way to go. However, little or no progress has been made on the issue of age assessment. As a result of there being no statutory guidance for local authorities in determining age in any UK jurisdiction it is no surprise that evidence suggests that authorities do not consistently give the benefit of the doubt to a young person claiming to be a child.

In Wales he is pleased that the All Wales Child Protection Procedures Group has published Practice Guidance to safeguard and promote the welfare of ‘Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking/Refugee Children and Young People in Wales’ (2011) developed by the Wales Strategic Migration Partnership (WSMP). 

The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to monitor progress on the implementation of the new Practice Guidance on age assessments.

Last year the Commissioner called for a continued focus on the best interests of the child and for the rights of all children and young people in this system to be upheld. Reference to the significant policy and legislative progress in relation to Article 22 was also made in the UK Commissioners’ joint midterm report to the UK State Party on the UNCRC.  In May 2010 the UK Government addressed one of the UN Committee’s main criticisms, announcing it would be ending the detention of children and young people for immigration purposes. The Government’s proposals as outlined may fall short of an end to detention, but it has yet to be seen whether the new process meets the requirements of Article 37(b) or fulfils the recommendation of the UNCRC Committee in 2008.

Welcomed the intention of section 55 of the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009, that places a duty on the UK Border Agency (UKBA) to have arrangements in place to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young people in discharging its functions. This legislation and accompanying guidance could have a significant impact on realising children and young people’s best interest but as recent court judgments highlight implementation still has some way to go. Little or no progress has been made on the issue of age assessment. As a result of there being no statutory guidance for local authorities in determining age in any UK jurisdiction it is no surprise that evidence suggests that authorities do not consistently give the benefit of the doubt to a young person claiming to be a child.

In Wales he is pleased that the All Wales Child Protection Procedures

Group has published Practice Guidance to safeguard and promote the

welfare of ‘Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking/Refugee Children and

Young People in Wales’ (2011) developed by the Wales Strategic Migration Partnership (WSMP). 

Age assessment

Jane Farleigh, UKBA Regional Director for Wales, has convened an Age Assessment Working Group. The aims of the working group are to establish clarity around specific issues relating to the assessment of the age of these children, such as what information can be shared between UKBA and local authorities to ensure a consistent and considerate process.  The first meeting was convened to discuss options and comprised of LA representatives from the dispersal areas – Newport, Cardiff Swansea and Wrexham plus Monmouth LA. Jane Farleigh asked Wales Migration Partnership (WMP) to take forward this work. 

The WMP carried out a scoping exercise and pulled together a paper which contained a number of options to present to the Association of Directors of Social services (ADSS) for their approval. However, the number of UASC  arriving in Wales are at an all time low. The original aim had been to establish a centre of excellence housed by one of the dispersal area LAs used to dealing with UASC, to provide guidance to all other LAs. However, due to the decline in numbers this may no longer be the best way forward. 

The UKBA convened and chaired a meeting of Local Authority Children’s representatives from Newport, Cardiff and Swansea, Welsh Local Government Association, Wales Migration Partnership, a member of the Children’s Commissioner’s staff and a Welsh Government official on 31 October. It was agreed to issue the options paper to the Heads of Children’s Services in Wales for discussion on their preferences/comments/any other options and to consider costings.
Following this it is intended that the options with the comments etc from the Heads of Children’s Services would be referred to ADSS for their discussion and decision on which option to take forward. It was suggested that at this stage other organisations including the Children’s Commissioner, Third Sector organisations etc would be invited to comment on the ADSS choice.
Youth work – Young people appreciate what the statutory and voluntary youth service has to offer and are often very positive about their experiences. The Commissioner does however have some concerns that the move towards holistic family focused services may mean that older young people are left behind and he will be monitoring the impact of service reconfiguration.

Also concerned that the current youth service strategy in Wales has been due for an update since 2010. He is aware that Welsh Government anticipates releasing an updated version for consultation in the coming months but concerned that there has been such a delay in the development of the updated strategy. Youth work in Wales plays an important role in supporting young people to understand their rights and in assisting them in realising these rights. The Commissioner will be monitoring this development alongside progress due in relation to statutory guidance on the Youth Support Service, which is also overdue.

He is calling on the Welsh Government to address the delay in progressing key guidance in this area and to address this through the provision of strategic lead documents which build on the excellent foundations of ‘Extending Entitlement’ in providing a rights based strategy in line with the UNCRC and to provide the youth.

High quality youth work has a crucial role to play in the achievement of the Welsh Government’s objectives.  We want to seek to strengthen the value and status of youth work as a service and a profession.  The Youth Service needs to be seen across Wales as a strategic service.

The Youth Service has a well established infrastructure to deliver on key Welsh Government policies by facilitating a balance of universal and targeted programmes, and that it has a key role to play in helping keep young people engaged in learning and to help them overcome barriers and challenges.

The Welsh Government provides financial support to Local Authorities to support the statutory Youth Service via a series of grants, we have made a commitment to maintain the Youth Work Training and Development and Youth Work Revenue Grant for 2012-13. This funding is helping to secure the further development of the Youth Service and the workforce.  

The Welsh Government also provides financial support to the voluntary sector to build capacity and support specific programmes.  The National Voluntary Youth Organisations Grant Scheme, has provided support to national voluntary youth organisations to increase the extent and quality of non-formal/informal learning opportunities for young people aged 11 – 25. Funding levels for this grant have been retained and an invitation for expressions of interest from the sector was published on the Welsh Government website early October.

Following work with local authorities and others on our Youth Engagement and Progressions Framework between now and next summer we intend issuing revised guidance on Youth Support Services and a new Youth Service Strategy in September 2013. The revised Youth Support Service Guidance will help ensure that services are targeted to provide the most effective support for our young people that are in greatest need. It will recognise the importance of non-formal learning and youth work. 

The framework seeks to ensure youth services in Wales are built around the needs of individual young people. Addressing this point is fundamental to taking forward our six priorities for action. Those priorities are:

- Identifying young people most at risk of disengagement

- Better brokerage and co-ordination of support

- Stronger tracking and transitions of young people through the system

- Ensuring education and training provision meets the needs of young people

- Strengthening employability skills and opportunities for employment

- Greater accountability in the system for improving outcomes

Families First rolled-out across Wales in April 2012 following 18 months of pioneer activity. The programme is not geographically targeted. The Families First budget, which has increased from last year’s Cymorth figures, supports the delivery model for families. It does so on the basis that outcomes for children and young people can be more sustainable when proper account is taken of the family context, within which most children and young people live, and the strengths inherent in those families.  In developing their Families First planning, local authorities were asked to establish the needs bases of their commissioned activity, rather than providing it on a simple basis of demand, and to place a far greater emphasis on coherence and outcomes. While the programme does not fund activity that is required under a statutory duty, many local authorities  support additional youth service activity through this funding.

Youth Justice – The Commissioner is pleased that there has been a further reduction in custody rates for young people between 2010/11 and 2011/12 and he hopes to see this continue. However he is aware of concerns that the decreased numbers of young people going through the courts combined with the closure of some courts and less frequent sittings may be impacting on the cohort of magistrates skilled in dealing with youth cases.

He is also aware that youth offending teams are still concerned about the possible impacts of any changes to the Safer Communities Fund on capacity to provide diversionary and preventative activities. He welcomes the aims of the proposed Prevention of Youth Offending (Wales) Bill that Welsh Government is consulting on and hopes that it might provide a vehicle to improve the experiences and outcomes of this vulnerable group of young people.  He regrets Wales is currently without an action plan to deliver on the All Wales Youth Offending Strategy for the current period and would strongly urge that any new strategy or action plan incorporates the existing principles of a rights based approach within a UNCRC framework and retains the important principal of children first, offenders second.

Another concern has been issues relating to meeting the mental health needs of children and young people involved with the youth justice system.   Fresh concerns about problems in mental health provision for young people in the youth justice system have been brought to the Commissioner’s attention.  The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government:


· to retain the principle of children first, offenders second and a strong UNCRC  framework in the new strategy for youth justice in Wales and in the proposed Prevention of Youth Offending (Wales) Bill.
· and local health boards and those planning and providing services within the youth justice system to work together to ensure that barriers to integrated working are overcome, and to look to evidence of where things are working well in order to meet the mental health needs of young people in contact with the youth justice system. 
The Welsh Governments approach to youth justice, since its adoption of the UNCRC in 2004, has always seen children and young people in the youth justice system as children first, offenders second. This approach is particularly relevant to children and young people who offend because it concentrates on the needs of the young person rather than their behaviour.

The continued reduction in the numbers of children and young people coming into the youth justice system and the numbers in custody has been achieved through effective joint working with the Youth Justice Board.  The Criminal Justice system is not devolved however we work closely with the Youth Justice Board to ensure a full picture of the youth justice system in Wales.  Magistrates dealing with young people are specially trained in youth matters and provide a dedicated service across all courts.  Despite the reduction of youth court sittings and the closure of a number of courts across Wales, we still have benches dedicated to dealing with young people to provide an appropriate service. Over the years, Youth Offending Teams (YOTs) across Wales have developed formal links with both their local Magistrates and Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunal Service which ensure young people are dealt with as quickly and comprehensively as possible. Additionally, YOTs participate in court user group meetings which give an opportunity for both parties to: review systems; update on court protocols; review feedback on quality of court reports and further improve the service.  
The Minister for Local Government and Communities launched a Green Paper consultation on the 18 September 2012, it considers what more can be done to strengthen the services for which Welsh Ministers have policy responsibility to ensure greater accountability of all partners for those children and young people who are at risk of entering or who are in the youth justice system.  

The Welsh Governments Safer Communities Fund supports projects aimed at diverting young people away from crime and anti-social behaviour. This includes projects relating to education, training, leisure, arts, sports, restorative justice, and initiatives to combat substance misuse. The Minister for Local Government and Communities has set out a common geographical foot print for collaborative activity and the Fund will be distributed on a Regional Basis across Wales from April 2013. We will be writing to the Community Safety Partnerships (CSP’s) shortly to inform them of the latest situation and the next steps. The funding has stayed the same for the last 3 years and will increase slightly for 2013/14.  Taking the fund to a regional footprint will enable greater collaboration and ensure better value for money as many of the projects run by CSP are the same or very similar.  Regionalisation will also ensure the Safer Community Fund’s capacity to continue providing diversionary and preventative activities and will maximise the benefit to communities by utilising the funding where it is needed.

The Youth Justice Board is no longer under threat of abolition and while the All Wales Youth Offending Strategy has not been updated, due to proposals being taken forward in the Green paper, the principles still apply and the UNCRC rights based approach is one that we are committed to taking forward.

The All Wales Youth Offending Strategy was refreshed in 2009-2011 and following the outcome of the green paper consultation, will be revisited to incorporate any future proposals.

There are a small number of young people detained within secure establishments in Wales. To ensure these young people have equitable access to support and services as those in the community it is important that CAMHS in reach services are provided to young people in custody and within the wider criminal justice system in Wales.  Addressing the needs of this group before they enter custody is important and we already provide £500,000 annually, towards the Forensic Adolescent Consultation and Treatment Service to work in the community with young people deemed at high risk, with histories of violent behaviour.  They work closely with other specialist providers and Youth Offending Teams.

They offer advice, consultation and assessments for agencies struggling to work with difficult young people in the community and work closely with Youth Offending Teams.  We also provide £50,000 annually to fund specialist in-reach mental health nurse provision to Parc Prison.  

Our new mental health strategy, Together for Mental Health, commits us to improve access to CAMHS expertise in Youth Offending Teams and ensure services better meet the needs of children and young people at risk of entering, or already within the criminal justice system.  Together for Mental Health recognises the need to build on work to date and provides a range of commitments to improve mental health services for young people in the criminal justice system.

If a young person is receiving secondary mental health services in custody in Wales they will have a care co-ordinator, a care and treatment plan and regular reviews.

Homelessness – The Commissioner notes with concern a general trend of increasing numbers of households accepted as homeless since the end of 2009. He understands that recent comparisons in the media suggesting rates of increase are particularly high in Wales may be misleading as a direct comparison with the English regions does not take account of differences in the way homelessness applications are dealt with in Wales. However the latest figures available report an increase in the households in temporary accommodation and he is particularly concerned that 9% of these households contain children. Several organisations have forecast that changes to the housing benefit system being introduced by the UK Government are likely to impact particularly negatively on lone parents and young people living independently.

Welsh Government is in the early stages of preparing the Housing (Wales) Bill and a pre-legislative consultation document was issued in December 2011. The document clearly sets out the challenges that need to be met. However proposals for legislation will not be published until spring 2013.

The Commissioner urges Welsh Government and local authorities to take measures to mitigate the impact of benefit changes in what ever way they can and to respond to the needs of families with dependent children and vulnerable young people as a matter of priority. 

The latest homelessness statistics indicate that the level of homelessness was virtually unchanged between April-June quarter 2011 and the same quarter in 2012. We are not complacent about this as homelessness is already too high, and we expect further increases in 2013 as a result of the UK Government's economic policies and welfare benefit cuts.

We are investing over £1.4 million in local authority and partner agencies to mitigate the impact of cuts in housing benefit, and we are working closely with the local authority, housing association and third sectors ensure people are informed about the changes and prepared for them as far as possible.

Over and above the "Challenges and Priorities" paper, which the Minister published in December 2011, a Housing White Paper was published in May 2012. This set out an ambitious programme of legislative and non-legislative action which will do even more to meet people's housing needs. Doing more to prevent homelessness is a core feature of the programme. The White Paper sets out our proposals for reforming homelessness legislation to provide everyone in need with assistance. The proposed legislation is expected to be introduced in autumn 2013.

Our proposals include a new duty on local authorities to help people find a housing solution where they may be at risk of homelessness within 56 days.

The Welsh Government is undertaking a review of advice services across Wales and we intend to ensure that housing advice services are accessible to everyone in need, including families and young people

The reconfiguration of Supporting People commissioning arrangements and funding is intended to assist local government address the consequences of welfare reform on homelessness.

Food Hygiene – the draft Food Hygiene Rating (Wales) Bill will require food businesses to display their food hygiene rating in a prominent position so it can be easily seen by consumers. The Commissioner also wants to see the food standard reports being accessible to members of the public so that the process is transparent and that parents, carers and children and young people can see and understand the basis for ratings. 

The policy intention of the draft Food Hygiene Rating (Wales) Bill is to secure the display of information about food hygiene compliance standards. This will be achieved by establishing a food hygiene rating scheme that will make food hygiene rating information accessible through the mandatory requirement for food businesses to display their food hygiene rating in the form of a sticker displayed on their premises. 

The Bill will also require local authority participation in the scheme. The requirement for the public display of food hygiene ratings will provide consumers with information to enable them to make informed choices about where to eat or buy food and thereby encourage food businesses to improve their food hygiene standards.  

The scheme is currently operated on a voluntary basis in Wales and run by Local Authority Environmental Health departments in partnership with the Food Standards Agency. Local Authorities undertake inspections of food businesses to check their compliance with food hygiene law. Based upon this inspection, the Local Authority calculates the rating and sends a sticker with the food hygiene rating to the food business. The food business is encouraged to display the sticker at the premises but all ratings are published on the Food Standards Agency food hygiene rating website. 

The scheme applies to schools, hospitals and residential care homes. In February 2012 the Minister for Education wrote to all Directors of Education in Wales requesting those with hygiene rating stickers to display them. 

The Food Standards Agency publish the food hygiene ratings on their website for all establishments that have been rated under the voluntary scheme.   The FSA has agreed to make further information available to consumers regarding how each food hygiene rating has been derived and to publish this alongside the food hygiene rating on its website. However, the Minister for Health and Social Services does not intend to make it a requirement for full inspection reports to be published at this time.

The Committee scrutiny stage for the Food Hygiene Rating (Wales) Bill concluded on 23 October 2012.  The Bill is due to complete the final stage of the National Assembly process in late January 2013 and receive Royal Assent in late February.  Accompanying regulations are being developed and these will be subject to a separate consultation.   It is intended that the commencement phases for both Bill and Regulations will start in November 2013. 

Child poverty – child poverty impacts on the opportunities for children and young people to realise their rights. As such, tackling child poverty must adopt a child’s rights approach.

In the last annual report the Commissioner signalled his disappointment that publication of the Delivery Plan to accompany Welsh Government Child Poverty Strategy (2011) had been delayed. He also called on Welsh Government to ensure that implementation of the Child Poverty Strategy was a priority area for action. 

The Programme for Government set a commitment to the publication of a Tackling Poverty Action Plan by March 2012. The decision to integrate action on child poverty into an overarching Tackling Poverty Action Plan that covers children and adults is a concern in itself. The Consultation Draft Child Poverty Delivery Plan adopted a child’s rights approach framed within the 7 Core Aims. The Commissioner has sought assurances that this approach will not be lost in the new overarching Tackling Poverty Action Plan. The March 2012 commitment to publish a Tackling Poverty Action Plan has not been met. Welsh Government has stated that they will publish a ‘fuller outline’ of the plan in May 2012. The Commissioner is calling on Welsh Government to:

· publish as a matter of urgency a Tackling Poverty Action Plan that frames actions on child poverty within a child rights based framework. There must be a robust approach to assessing the rate of implementation and impact of this plan.

· (and local authorities) adopt a clear child rights approach in discharging the Child Poverty Duty contained in the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 and to retain a clear focus on child poverty within new planning and partnership structures. Welsh Government must hold local authorities to account on the implementation of local child poverty strategies.

The Tackling Poverty Action Plan (TPAP) was launched on the 25 June 2012 at the Ministerial Stakeholder Event on Welfare Reform.  The aim of the TPAP is to draw together what we are doing now and what we will do in addition to tackle poverty. It sets out our key objectives which are to prevent poverty in the long term as well as helping people out of poverty and mitigating the impact of poverty.

Effective interventions will be those that prioritise lifting people, and particularly children, out of poverty by impacting on learning, health and employment prospects but attention will also be given to actions that address the lived experience of poverty.

This is a living document. We want to use this plan as a basis for focusing all our collective efforts on tackling poverty.  The progress of actions within the Plan will continue to be considered by a Tackling Poverty Ministerial Programme Board and we are working with a publicly appointed External Advisory Group who will work with us on the next steps. 

We will refresh the plan in a year’s time (June 2013) to reflect the further work we will have done as a Government and with our partners. These will not work in isolation and we will be seeking to work through existing networks to continue our commitment to tackling poverty.

The Plan extends our focus to all those living in poverty while still prioritising the needs of children, based on our overall approach to implementation of the principles of the UNCRC.

Section 2 of the Children & Families Measure (Wales) 2010 requires local authorities to publish a strategy for contributing to the eradication of child poverty in Wales. These duties can be carried out via the single integrated planning process. The Children and Young People’s Plan (Wales) Regulations 2007 make the Children's Commissioner and the Welsh Government  statutory partners who must be consulted on the draft plan. However, neither the Welsh Government nor the Commissioner has powers to make local authorities directly accountable to them for the content of their plans, but they can comment on them, and encourage the sharing of good practice between authorities. 

The guidance on integrated planning, Shared Purpose - Shared Delivery (June 2012), makes clear that young people, communities  and interested partners should be engaged  throughout the process of developing the plan.  It requires Local Authorities to use the UNCRC as the basis for all its work on children and young people.

The Local Government (Wales) Measure 2011 strengthens the powers of local authority members to scrutinise public service providers in their area, and for them to make reports or recommendations. The Welsh Government will shortly be consulting on regulations to designate public service providers who can be called by scrutiny committees. 

Taken together, these enhanced engagement and scrutiny requirement should provide an effective mechanism for holding local authorities and their partners to account for effective planning and engagement.

Child Sexual Exploitation - The review of the implementation of the new guidance on child sexual exploitation that I referenced in my report last year has now been undertaken.  I am waiting for the publication of the results of this review and I will be providing Welsh Government with a written response to the findings.  

The Welsh Government share the Children’s Commissioner’s abhorrence of the sexual exploitation of children and we are grateful for his personal support and commitment to the work that has been undertaken in Wales in recent years.

The Welsh Government issued Safeguarding Children and Young people from Sexual Exploitation guidance in January 2011.  Barnardo’s Cymru assisted in the production of this guidance and was commissioned to support its implementation through the delivery of regional one day training.   The guidance aims to help practitioners identify children at risk and will help them take steps to protect children and allow action to be taken against perpetrators.  

The Welsh Government is fully committed to ensuring that the child sexual exploitation guidance published in January 2011 is a useful and practical tool that contributes to the effective safeguarding of these vulnerable children.  It was announced that 6 months after the publication of the guidance the Welsh Government would consider the impact the guidance has had on key stakeholders and practitioners to ensure that the document is still considered a useful and practical tool.  

In November 2011, an on-line survey was conducted to ensure the effectiveness of this guidance, so we could gauge how the guidance has been shared and used by LSCBs since its publication.  Officials have recently met with Barnardo’s Cymru and the office of the Children’s Commissioner to discuss next steps based on the results of that survey.  A follow-up meeting is due to take place in November.
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