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Minutes STATUTORY / MANDATORY / 
DISCRETIONARY SPEND (ACHIEVEMENT 

AND LEARNING) TASK & FINISH GROUP 
  
 
MINUTES OF THE STATUTORY / MANDATORY / DISCRETIONARY SPEND 
(ACHIEVEMENT AND LEARNING) TASK & FINISH GROUP HELD ON WEDNESDAY 3 
FEBRUARY 2010, IN MEZZANINE ROOM 1, COUNTY HALL, AYLESBURY, COMMENCING 
AT 10.00 AM AND CONCLUDING AT 12.58 PM. 
 
MEMBERS PRESENT 
 
Mrs M Aston, Mr J Bajina, Mr N Brown, Mr R Davey, Mrs B Jennings (Chairman), Mr M Phillips 
and Mr B Roberts 
 
IN ATTENDANCE 
 
Mr S Brown, Operations Manager (Commissioning) 
Mrs J Burke, Policy Officer, Children's Services 
Mr I Campbell, Safeguarding Lead Commissioner 
Ms I Docherty, Team Manager, Children in Care 14+, Bucks County Council 
Ms J Ferguson, Team Manager, Fostering Recruitment Team 
Mrs D Large, Divisional Manager for Permanency and Placements 
Mrs J Montigue, Development Manager, Prevention and Children's Fund Services 
Ms H Wailling, Democratic Services Officer 
 
1 APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
 
There were no apologies for absence. 
 
2 DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 
 
Margaret Aston declared an interest as she sat on the Fostering and Adoption Panels. 
 
Brian Roberts declared an interest as he had sat as an observer at a Fostering Panel.  
 
3 INTRODUCTION BY CHAIRMAN 
 
The Chairman welcomed members to the meeting and reminded them that the main scope of 
the review was: 



• To make recommendations to Cabinet that might help inform their decisions around 
possible different delivery methods. 

• To identify options for additional savings in order to meet anticipated £27 million deficit in 
funding pressures for the County Council. 

 
Today was the third evidence-gathering session.  
• Key findings from last week’s sessions with Alan Dinning and Chris Munday had been 

summarised.  Full minutes would be available for the next papers. 
• Additional data had been requested – this was listed on the summary sheet. 
 
• Members had learned that: 

o this was an area with considerable pressures and overspend   
o it was demand-led and based on statutory duty 
o Discretionary, preventative action could lead to lower spend in statutory areas 
o How these services were provided was currently being reviewed by the service 

areas in order to find ways to deliver the services more effectively 
 
• At the meeting members would learn more about the commissioning of placements, how 

they were monitored and the costs 
• Members would also hear case studies involving the placement of children in care and how 

BCC worked with partners to keep children out of the care system.   
• This part of the session would be closed due to the possibility of identification of individuals. 
• It would be helpful again to have a brief meeting to consolidate what members had learned 

and the next steps during/ after lunch, which would be provided at 1pm. 
 
4 COMMISSIONING OF PLACEMENTS 
 
Iain Campbell, Safeguarding Lead Commissioner, Access to Resource Team (IC), and Simon 
Brown, Operations Manager, Commissioning (SB), were w 
welcomed to the meeting. 
 
SB had a background in placements and had been in post since September 2009. 
 
IC told members the following: 
 
IC had worked for Buckinghamshire County Council (BCC) for 25 years. IC had managed all 
the BCC Children’s homes and had an MA in therapeutic childcare.   
 
The Access to Resources Team (ART) was formed about 3 years ago. The Local Authority 
used to rely on Ofsted reports but now also made visits. 
 
ART was used across the UK, particularly in the London boroughs.  Olga Sullivan and IC had 
been brought together to form ART.   
The ART Team had started with 200+ educational placements with external providers.  The 
Team dealt with all external placements for SEN, fostering and mother and baby placements, 
when a placement could not be provided in-house. 
The placements were monitored every year.   
BCC was part of a cross-regional group, and also part of Pan-London, to ensure that fostering 
placements were monitored thoroughly. 
 
The Commissioning Strategy aim was not to place children away from home where possible, 
and to keep the placement local.   
 
The current figures for placements in the County were as follows: 
 



45 children in 52-week residential placements/special schools (LAC)  
4 children in mother & baby units (where assessment is needed around the parenting capacity 
of the mother) 
 
The cost of these placements started from £1,300 per week and a 12-week residential 
placement could cost £40,000.  Residential placements cost £2,000 - £4,600 per child per 
week. 
 
There were currently no placements abroad. 
 
Mother and Baby placements - some of the families were very vulnerable, with previous 
children having been removed.  The process took about 12 weeks, and consisted of 
monitoring and training. More and more responsibility was passed to the mother in a safe 
environment.  Where drugs and alcohol were involved, the recovery often depended on the 
mother staying away from her partner, which could be a very complex issue. 
 
SB explained that he had undertaken research in mother and baby placements. Based upon 6 
years’ worth of data, he had found that only 1 in 3 mothers and babies stayed together 
following the assessment and a year after the assessment, 1 in 3 of that number were still 
together. 
 
In the first year of ART there had been a saving of £0.5m.  In the current year there had been 
a zero percentage increase to providers. For 2010-11 the Pan London Consortium was 
recommending a -2% decrease.  ART negotiated with the providers re: price on individual 
placements.  The number of children needing placements was increasing and they were 
staying longer in placements (longer Court processes). 
 
There were still issues - some units had been found to be sub standard, with problems not 
picked up by Ofsted.  This is monitored very carefully. 
 
Benjamin UK had four units in Buckinghamshire.  They provided residential placements in a 
Therapeutic Community for young people who were at risk of offending, as well as those with a 
history of criminal tendencies and severe or mild behavioural difficulties. They also offered 
specialist placements for unaccompanied asylum seekers. 
 
A member suggested that it would be useful for the Group to visit one of the units. A member 
said it would be interesting to see a breakdown of the total cost of a placement, from beginning 
to end. 
 
Members then asked questions, which are summarised below. 
 
Also, with Pan London, do the tariffs differ i.e. will a placement in Buckinghamshire 
cost more than a placement in Uxbridge?  How do you reconcile this and do you end up 
subsidising the cost of the placement? 
All the members of PAN London pay the same cost for placements. 
There are very few specialist Children’s homes in London.  They are mostly high volume, low 
cost homes.  The placement price is higher, the lower the volume of a home. 
In London prices have been driven down.  Staff have been lost but quality is also being lost as 
well.  London still places children in Aylesbury etc. 
 
The Loughborough cost calculator tool looks at the cost of looked after children. It may show 
that for a child entering care within Local Authority Foster Care on the 1st April, and staying in 
the placement for a whole year, this may cost £27,000.   
 
 
 



With regards to individual administration costs, how does this fit into the tariff? 
We are currently running last year’s data through the Loughborough cost calculator.  We will 
know the real cost following that.  In April we will run the 2009/10 figures and will have 
benchmarking figures. 
If we use a private provider, there is a profit element for the provider of around 10%.  We are 
also paying for vacancies so the provider mitigates against the risk of making a loss.  This is 
hidden in the costs and that is how providers manage the risk. 
 
A project with other local authorities had been started 2 years earlier.  There were currently six 
local authorities who all had the same issues, aiming to manage the market and to bring the 
provider to the middle of the region.   
It had been decided the previous Friday that this was going to be taken as a Cabinet Member 
decision.  It was proposed that there would be a five year contract and that there would be five 
places allocated for Buckinghamshire.   
 
Under the contract, a school would also provide day care facilities.  Significant savings would 
be made by not sending the children further afield.   
 
The location of the homes was not yet clear but a building in Hertfordshire would be included 
in the agreement.  It would be part of the provider’s responsibility to ensure that the children 
could get to school.   
 
The school would be a behavioural, emotional and social difficulties (BESD) school and it 
would ideally be near to Aylesbury.   
The contract would state that the school had to be located within an hour of each home.   
£3,500 was the current average cost per week per child. However through working with other 
authorities, this had been reduced to nearer £3,000 per week per child.  It is likely that the 
children being placed under the contract would be at the more challenging end and cost 
substantially higher than the average cost. 
All the short-listed tenders were from high quality providers, and the tender would be awarded 
to a national provider. 
 
Members then asked questions, which are summarised below. 

 
Why do we need to use a private provider?   
There were no in-house bids received for the tender. 
 
We already have a very good provision of special schools.  Why do we need further 
provision? 
We have had long conversations with Wendover House and other special schools.  Prestwood 
Lodge has recently removed its residential provision.  The children who will be placed under 
the contract are those who cannot be managed locally. 
The Verney Unit at High Wycombe has been developed to work with a very small number of 
complex children.  We want to develop more of this kind of unit and to keep our young people 
as local as possible. 
 
As local authorities can now commission schools, can they not build them? 
We can invest in our own services but we have recently invested a lot in advertising for 
fostering placements.  Unfortunately this has not been very successful and we have had to use 
external providers. 
The key for this contract was to include therapeutic care and therapeutic schools so that the 
same philosophy is in place for the whole of the child’s day.  That may have put off bids from 
other local authorities as they do not provide this. 
 
 



With costs being so high, is it not better to buy people with the expertise required rather 
than go external? 
Some schools do that. Young people are excluded for a number of reasons, and Social Care 
and Education need to work better together. Children’s Centres etc may help with this. 
 
How do children who need help become known by Children’s Centres? 
Families who are hard to engage do not tend to attend Children’s Centres, so we need more 
than one way of engaging with them.  We also have to go out to the families.  Professionals 
can quickly pick up if a child has issues. 
The longer a child is in Chiltern View etc, the harder it is for them to go home.   
 
How do you measure outcomes? 
When a Social Worker wants a placement for a child, it needs to be very clear what the 
outcome should be.  Currently the main concern is the day to day safety of the child. 
One of the changes is that ART will now be doing individual commissioning for children.  They 
will also be looking at the outcomes very carefully (outcomes may change and develop both 
short term and long term). 
 
Target setting within the Pan London contract will raise the quality of the providers on the 
ground - not just day to day survival. Experienced staff and ongoing training will be a 
requirement in the new unit. 
 
Will we always have problems with staffing? 
Finding good quality staff is always a problem. 
All changes are welcome financially but quality of care is very important. 
 
Are there monitoring/controls in place for external placements? 
Regional monitoring is always an issue.  We have done some training so that there is a 
standard approach.  We check that all staff have a CRB, insurance documentation etc.   
We look at all the files, complaints and restraints.  This information is covered in a standard 
form and is evidence-based.  If any issues are found then we look deeper into the matter.   
There are annual checks and we can also carry out checks ourselves such as spot checks on 
new providers or local providers.  The providers value the things that we pick up.  Regulation 
33 visits are also carried out to internal homes too and special schools. 
 
An Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) goes to the homes three to four times a year and 
talks to the child.  Social Worker visits meet the minimum requirement which is part of ICS.  
There are also family visits and the child can contact us as well. 
 
In the future we are aiming for ART to go to the provider to look at the care being supplied and 
to see how this can be improved. 
 
We use a national contract and the Pan London contract.  They are very similar and are both 
for top quality services. 
 
Do you have budget ‘brick walls’?  How do you prioritise? 
A whole range of services are provided for families, including preventative work to save money 
later.  When a young person comes into care, the decisions are based on the needs and 
safety of the child, not on cost alone. 
 
For any child to be placed externally, you have to consider the following: 
 

1. If it is safe to keep the child in the current environment? 
2. Have we got any vacant foster placements? (not always cheaper than external 

placements). 



3. The Social Worker, Team Manager, Operations Manager and Heather Clarke all have 
to agree to an external placement. 

 
A placement can be found very quickly if necessary.  If the request is agreed then it comes to 
ART.  The options are given to the Social Work team for their decision.  If funding is not there 
(from Heather Clarke) we don’t even look for a placement. 
This means that the Social Worker will try everything else before asking for an external 
placement.  The success rate of finding a placement for some of these young people is very 
high and some of their lives have been saved. 
 
There is concern about the transition once a young person leaves our  
service.  What happens when they leave residential placements? 
There are new DCSF regulations coming into force.  There has to be a plan built in for all 
young people in care (any age).  We have employed transition workers in the past. 

 
Where is the ‘black hole’ of provision? 
Many looked after children do not have parents who advocate on their behalf.  We have 
advocates to support young people and there has been a move forward through the Transition 
and Leaving Care teams.   
We have commissioned some flats for young people to use after they leave residential care.  
This has been done through Paradigm Housing at a cost of around £1m. 
 
The Chairman thanked IC and SB and said that it had been very helpful to hear their views 
and questions.  
 
SB told members that they had had a meeting the previous week with eight local authorities to 
look at fostering as a partnership (BCC would take the lead).  There were 12 local authorities 
who wanted to be involved and who all had the same issues with recruitment.  It was hoped 
that overheads could be reduced, e.g. expertise could be ‘shared’ across a region. 
For instance, currently the adoption/fostering panels took place in every authority, costing a lot 
to run, and the possibility of these being joined together would be looked at. This could also 
reduce delays. 
 
A Member said that whatever happened, the quality of service should not be reduced. 
 
5 EXCLUSION OF THE PRESS AND PUBLIC 
 
RESOLVED 
 
That the press and public be excluded for the following item which is exempt by virtue 
of Paragraph 2 of Part 1 of Schedule 12a of the Local Government Act 1972 because it 
contains information which is likely to reveal the identity of an individual 
 
6 PLACEMENTS IN CONTEXT 
 
 
 
 

CHAIRMAN 


