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Overview
The report, Are we there yet? - Improving governance and resource management in children's trusts, presents the findings from research undertaken by the Audit Commission between November 2007 and February 2008, into the progress local councils and their partners are making in developing children's trusts. 

The Laming Report (2003), on the death of Victoria Climbié, recommended that services for children and young people should become more integrated, bring better coordination of services for children and their families, and better management of inter-agency work. The government saw this as a high priority and proposed that children's trusts should be established locally, to bring health and social care of children under one management structure.The government expected most areas to have children's trusts by 2006, and all areas to have them by 2008. 

The report provides an interesting view of the "confusion" still surrounding children's trusts and the technical difficulties in operating effective and inclusive children's trusts and offers their recommendations for future practice.
Briefing in full

Background  

The Every Child Matters Green Paper published in September 2003 proposed the development of formal children's trusts along similar lines to care trusts, which were introduced by the Department of Health for adult services in 2002. The use of the word ‘trust' led some people to assume that the government had intended there to be a new form of statutory body responsible for children's services, bearing in mind the different use of the word for NHS foundation trusts and trust schools. Thirty-one per cent of directors of children's services said there was confusion about the purpose of children's trusts in early 2008.  The confusion was not fully resolved by the guidance and advice issued following the Children Act 2004, which failed to overcome differences in organisational culture and priorities between partner agencies.

Children's trusts are defined as:

· unincorporated associations of the key agencies involved in delivering public services to children and young people in their area 

· having the key features of pooled budgets, area-wide needs assessments, information sharing, workforce planning, joint agency case assessments, and multi-agency working on the ground 

· do not own assets or employ staff 

· are not legally accountable bodies for spending public money or for achieving public objectives 

· do advise and influence local action. 

Not there yet  

Five years after the Laming Inquiry, there is little evidence that children's trusts have improved outcomes for children. The report found that almost all areas had revised the way children's services were coordinated and in most areas collaborative working has improved, but the new arrangements have yet to settle down. The revisions that have taken place however have often been achieved through informal arrangements outside the unclear trust framework.  There has also been substantial local variation in revision of services for children and young people.  Different approaches have been taken in different areas, responding to local circumstances, but also reflecting some local confusion.

Developing children's trusts has been time-consuming and since children's trusts are less developed than might have been expected it should be noted that it may be too early to make an assessment and a more reflective analysis should be made in the future once partnerships have settled into their roles. The slow progress is for a number of reasons:

· it takes time for any new arrangements to settle in, especially when they are as complex as those for children's trusts, and cultural change takes time to take effect 

· most children's trusts have focused at the strategic level to date; it takes time for agreed changes to filter through to the operational level and then takes time to affect the lives of children 

· progress with joint commissioning has yet to get far beyond developing a strategy 

· joint resource management, achieving value for money and performance monitoring arrangements are not well developed 

· many children's trusts are still developing effective relationships with their local strategic partnerships (LSPs).

Heading in the right direction or veering off track? 

Attendance and involvement

Most local agencies are engaged in children's trusts.  By March 2008 96 per cent had created some form of partnership to promote cooperation between agencies and all areas are expected to have one in place during 2008/09. Over two thirds of these partnerships are called ‘children's trust boards', while the remainders use a variety of names.  The different titles used locally may reflect the rapid evolution of central government guidance and the starting points for different areas, as well as confusion about the purpose and form of children's trusts and the use of changing terminology. 

Children's trust boards meet regularly, most at least once every two months, with another third meeting four times a year.  Most representatives attend most meetings with local authority and primary care trust (PCT) members being most likely to attend.  The police are least likely to do so, though one police service generally covers at least two or more children's trusts.

The report finds that most children's trusts need to engage with the private sector more effectively and that currently private and the voluntary and community sectors are less engaged, despite their large contribution to children's services.  Just under half of children's trust boards have children and young people as members. Although children's trust boards require greater young membership there have been positive examples of consulting young people via a range of approaches such as: large scale surveys such as the Joint Area Review (JAR) Tell Us survey; large group events of children and young people; and smaller group events like youth parliaments, or youth councils.  Schools are often represented on children's trust boards, but individual schools need to be much more closely engaged.  Difficulties with schools and academies are explained by the extent to which they focus internally on their immediate intake of pupils, and the failure to focus on the children and young people in an area as a whole.

PCTs, the police and schools feel they can influence the way children's trusts operate.  Although positive about participation, the voluntary and community sector considers itself to be the least influential. The report emphasises that the children's trust board must make sure that all partners feel valued and able to influence the agenda.  Clear governance arrangements make this easier by being clear about how partners should engage and work together.  

Processes and resources

The report states that children's trusts will need to ensure that there are clear arrangements in place between themselves and LSPs at three levels:

· Strategic - the children's trust board needs to be clear about how it relates to the LSP board and that there are agreed governance and accountability arrangements in place. These should promote the importance of a partnership culture and build good relationships. 

· Executive - the executive group should be guided by the decisions made at both the children's trust board and LSP board. It should ensure that it manages resources and activities to achieve the relevant children and young people targets outlined in the Children and Young People's Plan (CYPP) and local area agreement (LAA). 

· Operational - front-line staff should be clear how their work in individual organisations contributes to the wider objectives in the Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS) and LAA, as well as the CYPP. 

It is found that few children's trusts draw a clear distinction between strategic, executive and operational issues and thus confuse the roles of the boards further.

The government's joint planning and commissioning framework outlined the steps of a comprehensive and integrated approach to children's services. Most areas will have a joint commissioning strategy by 2008, but these lack impact because there is little experience or knowledge of joint commissioning. In response to this the Department for Children, Schools and Families has recently launched a three year commissioning support programme for children's trusts. 

The report finds that children's trust boards generally consider that aligning their financial, physical, and human resources is easier than pooling them. Most pooling of budgets involves services with a history of cooperation that often predates local children's trust arrangements and has enabled joint commissioning. An early emphasis on pooled budgets underestimates both the practical difficulties and partners' reluctance to contribute money, as opposed to other resources. This is reflected in partners being most likely to contribute staff time to children's trust arrangements. 

The report finds that performance management systems are underdeveloped and most children's trusts will therefore need to improve the way they monitor and manage performance for sustained benefits from children's trusts. 

Recommendations  

The Audit Commission offer recommendations at the national and local level.

Central government should:

· emphasise what to achieve in an updated single source of future guidance, rather than specify organisational forms or processes 

· give consistent, cross-departmental support to local collaborative working 

· align financial accounting and performance reporting frameworks, to make it easier for local public bodies to enable the aligning of resources locally 

· create opportunities for appropriate financial processes (aligning or pooling) rather than prescribing them 

· encourage the newly created Centre for Excellence and Outcomes in Children's Services to support children's trusts by benchmarking performance and sharing good practice.

Local councils and other local agencies should:

· review current governance and management arrangements for children's services to focus on delivering improved outcomes 

· engage ‘missing partners' in their children's trust arrangements in a way that brings benefits without bureaucracy 

· improve mechanisms for involving children, young people and parents in children's trusts, drawing on guidance from the National Youth Agency and others.

Comment

The report is useful as it highlights some of the difficulties for local authorities and their partners in working towards children's trust arrangements. The report has placed the spotlight on Every Child Matters and encloses a useful self-assessment toolkit.  Nevertheless there must not be an obsession with process at the expense of policy to reduce the persistent gaps in outcomes between the richest and poorest - especially in the current economic climate.  

The report emphasises some key messages: local authorities are playing a key role, and there has been good progress in coordination and collaboration between services.  This is a major cultural change programme, and there is still some way to go in developing the right mechanisms for the joint commissioning of children's services, without which delivery of fully integrated services will be severely hampered. 

The report highlights what many already know - that many schools are not yet fully engaged with the Children's Trust agenda.  CSN believes this is often due to the conflicting pressures of league tables, and that government could do more to change this emphasis.  The new duty on schools to cooperate with children's trusts is welcome, but needs to be accompanied by more encouragement for schools to become full partners in improving all outcomes for children and young people in their area - which will lead to improvements in pupil achievement. 

Every Child Matters (ECM), now in its fifth year, aspires to offer every child, regardless of social and economic position, the support they need to be healthy, safe, happy and successful learners ready to contribute to society. But in reality children's services struggle to bridge gaps in each of the five outcomes between the richest and poorest children, young people and their families.
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