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COUNCIL MEETING

7 June 2007

GATESHEAD COUNCIL

REPORT FROM THE CABINET
1. PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

This is the report of the Cabinet.  Its purpose is to report on issues for the period May and June 2007.

PROGRESS ON KEY ISSUES

2. NEIGHBOURHOODS MATTER – AREA FORUMS

An ongoing training and induction programme has been taking place over the past six months with Members and employees in preparation for the Area Forum meetings, which begin this month.

In January, four focus groups were held with Members, followed by four training sessions in March.  During April and May, ten employee focus groups have been held, with 370 employees attending.  The workshops have proved to be very successful and demand to attend the workshops has been high.  In order to meet this demand, five further workshops are being held between 29th May and 13th June, with the invitation to attend being extended to employees from partner organisations.

In addition, familiarisation visits have taken place to each area with over 60 people attending.  Further visits, workshops and training sessions are planned as part of the ongoing programme preparing the Council and partners for working in neighbourhoods.

3. CHELSEA FLOWER SHOW

The Council has been awarded a silver medal at this year’s Chelsea Flower Show.  The theme of this year’s Chelsea display was "Water is Precious" and our sponsors were Northumbrian Water. 

The display consisted of three circular gardens set on a 10metre x 10metre site. The three gardens represented Wealth, Health and Life Itself and how water is used to sustain these. The Wealth garden was planted using orchids, new Guinea impatiens and hostas, which represent quality and wealthy plants. The Health garden was planted with medicinal plants, herbs and vegetables. The Life Itself Garden's centrepiece was a planted up globe representing the World with 8 stainless steel fins with water running down them from South to North Pole.  This then fed the Stream of Life, which was running through each of the three gardens. 

The remaining garden represented the desert, which emphasised that if water is not used preciously, the only plants that could be grown are those varieties that can survive only in arid dry conditions.

4. LAUNCH OF COMMUNITY LEGAL ADVICE CENTRE

The Minister for Legal Aid, Vera Baird QC MP, launched the first Community Legal Advice Centre in Gateshead on 24th May.  The centre is based in Regent Terrace and is the first of a series of centres being established in England and Wales for people to get legal help for social welfare problems such as housing, debt or family law including domestic violence or children taken into care.

The Centre brings together civic legal aid, funded by the Legal Services Commission, with social welfare services, funded by the Council to provide more co-ordinated advice.  

5. BENEFITS MAXIMISATION 2006/07

A number of different initiatives are underway to improve benefit uptake, involving Welfare Rights Officers, with Citizens Advice Bureau, the Department of Work and Pensions and Warmzone 

As a result of transferring Appeals Tribunal work to Citizens Advice Bureau, the Welfare Rights Officers have enabled people to access  £231,011 in additional benefits. In addition the Citizens Advice Bureau have undertaken 91 appeals, securing  £302,000 in backdated benefits awards. As part of the Link Age pilot a joint team with Department of Work and Pensions has been set up which has secured £86,938 in additional benefits. In addition, the Welfare Rights Officers and the Warmzone team have secured in excess of £400,000 in additional benefits.

The means that in total, the four separate initiatives have secured over £1,019,949 in additional benefits for residents in Gateshead by the end of March 2007.

6. HOUSING SERVICES

As a result of making more effective use of existing Supporting People resources, a new post has been created within the Refugee Move On team of Housing Services in order to improve the service offered to refugees remaining in Gateshead.

The new Refugee Duty Support Officer, based within Community Based Services, is a dedicated support worker supporting refugees from when they initially receive a positive decision allowing them to stay in the country to help them set up a new home as a refugee.

Assistance will be provided with issues such as re-housing, benefits and employment. Prior to the creation of this post, the Move on Service were limited in the support they could offer to refugees in this transitional stage of their lives.
7. MUNICIPAL JOURNAL AWARDS

A project supported by the Community Health Team and our partners in the Primary Care Trust have been short listed in the final of the Municipal Journal Awards, which take place on 28th June.  The project is in two parts.  The first part,  ‘Bosom Buddies’ - where local women were trained to offer support to other mothers in order to support and promote breast-feeding. The second part was Gateshead Breastfeeding Friendly Awards – this is a group of local women who, after some negative experiences, managed to persuade local shops and businesses to support breastfeeding.  To show their support the businesses displayed a sticker so women would know that they were breastfeeding friendly.  The scheme is continuing to be successful with other businesses joining the scheme.

Both groups operate in disadvantaged areas and contribute to reducing inequalities.  In addition, mothers who breastfeed are protecting themselves against the risk of developing breast and ovarian cancer and their babies against the risk of infections, allergies, childhood diabetes and obesity.

8. HEALTH TRAINERS UPDATE

The new Health Trainers team have now finished their training and are starting to make an impact in their communities. The team are making links with community groups, but have also contacted local businesses in the area to try and reach those residents who do not normally contact services. Over 500 people have been contacted and more than 110 people have been directed to services such as stress relief, physical activity, nutrition and smoking cessation.  

9. COMMUNITY INTEGRATION SERVICE

Gateshead Joint Commissioning Group for drug services have commissioned Turning Point, a social care organisation providing services for people with complex needs including those affected by drug and alcohol misuse, to run a Community Integration Service for drug misusers in Gateshead. The service will support drug-misusing clients, during and following treatment, to reintegrate back into the community. Clients will be assisted with access to housing, employment and to wider occupational and recreational opportunities in the community that help facilitate effective lifestyle change, including sporting and leisure opportunities and access to cultural services. 

The service will develop partnerships with other organisations to ensure opportunities exist for drug misusers, such as volunteering opportunities in partnership with British Trust for Conservation Volunteers or employment opportunities through the Job Centres Progress2Work scheme – which aims to find employment for people who have previously misused drugs. It will also develop a moving on service for peer mentoring and volunteer support and work with the Drug and Alcohol Team and work with housing providers to develop a Housing Panel to enable access to housing for drug misusers.

10. INCREASING EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR LOCAL PEOPLE

The Big Brother Lone Parent Project is a two-week course designed to inspire confidence and build self-esteem.  It uses open forum discussion as well as specialised training modules to break down barriers to work and promote personal development.  The course is provided via a partnership between the Council and Jobcentre Plus. The goal is to engage local people on the New Deal for Lone Parents programme.  

The course is specifically tailored to meet the needs of lone parents often from ‘hard to reach’ areas who have never participated in any organised activity outside the home. The content of the course includes modules on a variety of subjects including dressing for success, CV writing and application forms, confidence building, interview skills, time management and balancing priorities.

The first course was held in December and was very successful with ten clients completing the course, an extremely high ratio for this type of group. Six clients arranged further interviews at the jobcentre. One client started work; another plans to start a college course. Building on this success, the Council has funded another two courses at Wrekenton Methodist Church with places limited to lone parents living in the Springwell/Wrekenton area, which began on 16th and 23rd April.  Early reports indicate similar success.

11. CONCLUSION

The Council is asked to note this report. 
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