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COUNCIL MEETING

22 January 2009
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 December 2008 to January 2009.
PROGRESS ON KEY ISSUES

2. SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES

Peer Review
The Council invited IDeA to undertake the corporate peer review to assess our progress since the first review conducted in 2005, and to provide some external challenge to how the Council is preparing to work with others in delivering Gateshead’s Vision 2030. The Peer Review 2008 took place in November. The initial feedback from the Peer Review team was very positive, suggesting:
· The Council remains impressive and inspiring - there is much of which to be proud.

However, if we are to improve further, the Peer Review Team has suggested the Council considers the following areas:

· Accelerate pace of change

· Clarify our approach to community engagement

· Focus on outcomes

· Promote our success more widely

The final report is expected by the end of January and will be published on the Council's intranet. A response to the recommendations will be reported to Cabinet and linked to the Council's overall service improvement plans.
Civic Centre Restaurant Reopens

Bewicks, the newly refurbished Civic Centre Restaurant, was officially opened by the Right Honourable Lord Kinnock on 16th December 2008.

The new space provides enhanced facilities for members of the public, including an upgraded coffee shop and seating areas. Employees and visitors to the Civic Centre can also benefit from wireless internet access in the entire area.

The new contemporary interior was designed by Design Services in Development and Enterprise and built by LES Construction Services.

To complement the new look restaurant, café and bar area, the area has been given a new name – Bewicks.  This name is steeped in history, having been selected to celebrate the life of Thomas Bewick, a renowned engraver and ornithologist who resided in West Street, Gateshead until his death in 1828.

Opening hours have been extended and new menus have been developed. The new space is also available for meetings whilst the restaurant area can be booked for seminars, dinners, parties and weddings.
Gateshead Heritage @ St Mary’s

The newly refurbished Centre opened to the public on 16th December, following a 15-month closure and refurbishment programme. The former church has been returned to its original condition with the removal of 1990’s mezzanine flooring and the creation of a new accessible entrance, with funding from the Council, the Heritage Lottery Fund, ERDF and Single Programme. 

Features include interactive displays and a dedicated family history area. Local history books and maps are also available for sale. The former chancel area houses an education area for learning for all ages. The Centre is open from Tuesday to Sunday from 10am – 4pm.

New Customer Services Facility
A customer service facility is now available at libraries in the West of the borough. Crawcrook, Rowlands Gill, Winlaton, and Chopwell libraries are part of a pilot project that will run for 6-9 months, after which a decision will be made as to whether to roll this out to all libraries in the borough.

Employees in these libraries have been trained to offer a ‘face to face’ customer service, and will be able to deal with the vast majority of resident’s queries.  Blaydon library is not included in the pilot scheme as it is already a customer services centre.

3. CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

The Council has been awarded an ‘outstanding’ rating by Ofsted in the Annual Performance Assessment (APA) of services for children and young people in the borough. Gateshead is one of only three councils in the country (out of 150) to achieve “Outstanding” in every category.

The inspection found that the Council continues to deliver services for children and young people that are of outstanding quality overall. 

They commented that the Council has responded very positively to the points for improvement that were identified in the 2007 APA and figures show that the measures introduced have been effective.   

Ofsted noted there are well developed strategic partnerships and Children’s trust arrangements, with clear leadership by Children’s Services, which continue to develop highly effective area partnerships and multi-agency working. The inspection also identified Child Protection processes as strong and very effective.

It was noted that a high proportion of schools are judged to be good or better and educational attainment remains on an upward trend. Given their starting points, children make good progress during their time in full-time education. 

It was also noted that the Council continues to be effective in its priority of improving the life chances of young people and ensuring their economic well-being. The inspection also found the capacity of the Council to improve services for children and young people remains outstanding and its management of these services continues to be very strong. 
4. ADULT SOCIAL CARE AND HEALTH

Joint Strategic Needs Assessment 

The Joint Strategic Needs Assessment is being updated by the Council and Health partners. As well as data about health and inequalities, the revised JSNA will contain information about lifestyle choices. It is an important part of the evidence base of Vision 2030.

National Support Team Tobacco Control Team Visit

The Council, along with partners from South Tyneside and Sunderland, took part in a recent visit from the National Support Team Tobacco Control Team. The team praised the Council for its work on the introduction of smoking restrictions in public, health inequalities and health training, and made recommendations regarding better targeting of smoking cessation to routine and manual workers.

5. ECONOMY, HOUSING AND TRANSPORT

Housing Services' Debt Advice Service Update

Demand for this service has increased in response to the current economic climate. During the first half of the current financial year, the service has managed a total debt of £1,985,781 and gained £1,580,929 for 49 new clients. This represents a 100% increase on the previous year. Lenders are more vigorously pursuing arrears. In 2007-2008 the service prepared a total of 23 bankruptcy petitions and successfully presented 20 petitions in the first half of the year. 

The Debt Advice Service has received acclaim and recognition from District Judges who have commented “Many people in Gateshead would be sunk" if it were not for the Council’s Debt Advice Service.  

A second debt adviser is being trained to enable the service to meet the increased demand and continue to offer free, confidential and impartial advice to the people of Gateshead.

Tenant Services Authority (TSA) and Homes and Communities Agency (HCA)

The two bodies that have taken on the responsibilities of The Housing Corporation and English Partnerships became fully operational on 1 December 2008.

The TSA will develop a new regulator with a “tenant-focused” culture, scrutinise the housing association sector and shape the operation of the housing markets.  The Council will be consulted on the creation of a new standards framework.  The new TSA will have major implications for the Council and its partners including The Gateshead Housing Company, BNG and housing associations.

The HCA will control investment in housing and regeneration at a national and regional level.  It will be an important partner, especially in Gateshead’s plans for a joint venture company and the provision of affordable homes.
6. SAFER, STRONGER COMMUNITIES AND CULTURE

Social Enterprise: Innovation for Life Challenge Fund

The Council has been awarded £80,000 by the Department of Health to develop a social enterprise to support people who have individual social care budgets for the first time. The social enterprise will be made up of people who have already experienced individual budgets and extended choice.  Gateshead’s is one of six schemes nationally.


Project e:strata update
This project was created last year, to encourage primary schools in the Old Fold area to become more actively involved in the reshaping of their community. The children were tasked to develop names for the new streets along Sunderland Road in a partnership comprising of McInerney Homes, Neighbourhood Management, St Wilfrid's and Bede Community Primary Schools. All partners accessed a dedicated web blog to record the progress made in researching the area and for users to discuss their ideas and suggestions with each other.

In 2009, project e:strata moves away from street naming and will focus on the people moving into the new homes. The children are being tasked to create a welcome pack for each new property. The pack will consist of an explanation of what services, activities and opportunities are available to the new residents, so that they will become users of the many services available to residents within the Sunderland Road/Old Fold area. 

Work on the project will commence in the New Year when the children will be empowered and tasked to formalise design and content. The e:strata website will be updated in January to accommodate the latest project so that children can use the online resource both in and out of school time. 

National Award for Leisure

Dunston Pool has gained national recognition from Quest, the UK quality scheme for Sport and Leisure. In this latest assessment, Dunston Pool was awarded a score of 71%, putting it in the top quartile, with a superb team effort. Quest assesses against criteria such as facility operation, staffing, customer relations, service development and review. 

Leisure Centre Closure

Gateshead Leisure Centre will close on Sunday 11 January 2009 as building work begins on its multi million pound redevelopment.

Most of the scheduled coaching, classes and other activities are being held at other leisure centres right across the borough, whilst staff have been redeployed to other Sport and Leisure facilities. 

This is the first phase of the Council’s £29 million Building an Active Future programme. The Leisure Centre will reopen in approximately 12 months time with a brand new gym, poolside sauna and steam rooms, new changing facilities, café and entrance plus upgrading of swimming pools, studios, meeting rooms and other facilities.

The Sage Gateshead Tourist Information Centre
Since June 2008, a Tourist Information Centre has been located within The Sage Gateshead.  Overall performance for the first six months has been excellent with a month on month improvement. Over 9,500 people have visited the TIC, and the team have taken over 17,500 enquiries. Sales of iconic Gateshead souvenirs are also proving to be extremely popular.

7. CONCLUSION

The Council is asked to note this report. 
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