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SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES PEOPLE

OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE
11 November 2009
TITLE OF REPORT:
Review of Worklessness - Final report following the OSC and Service Improvement Review

REPORT OF:

Roger Kelly, Chief Executive and 

Derek Quinn, Group Director, Development & Enterprise

______________________________________________________________________

SUMMARY

Cabinet asked the Sustainable Communities People OSC to review issues of worklessness, particularly in the Low Fell and Felling areas. The review considered how the findings from Felling and Low Fell could be used to develop good practice and initiative positive changes across the whole borough. 

This report sets out a summary of the findings of the initial OSC review, the work that has been undertaken as part of the Service Improvement stage of the review and the Delivery Plan that has been developed to implement improvement actions.  The Committee is asked to comment on the review findings, the Delivery Plan and subject to its approval, agree the implementation in the proposed timescale. 

Report structure

1. This report sets out the findings of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee and the subsequent Service Improvement Review of worklessness issues in Gateshead.  The report is set out in the following way:

· Background to the review

· The aims of the review

· Methodology - How the review was carried out

· Analysis of evidence and issues emerging from the review

· Service Improvement stage and Delivery Plan

· Recommendations

Background 

2. Cabinet asked this Overview and Scrutiny Committee to undertake a review of Worklessness, particularly focusing on issues in the Felling and Low Fell wards. These areas were selected because at the beginning of the review Low Fell had the lowest level of unemployment at 1.1% and Felling had high unemployment 8.7% (although not the highest level in Gateshead) and is an area with high levels of deprivation (IMD).  The aim was develop new approaches to address worklessness across the borough. 
3. Through Vision 2030, the Sustainable Community Strategy, Gateshead Strategic Partnership are working to achieve aspirations for Creative Gateshead to build a population of high achievers and a well educated community which utilizes lifelong learning for both work and leisure.  In addition the Sustainable Gateshead Big Idea aims to ensure a sound future for Gateshead by improving economic prosperity to above the national average and by 2030 to reduce the overall benefits rate by 10%.  Addressing worklessness and the understanding the issues and how to tackle these will be crucial in achieving our Vision for Gateshead.  
4. At the beginning of the review it was reported that Gateshead had a population of 190,500 of which 117,100 are people of working age. Almost 23,000 (or 19%) of these residents are in receipt of benefits, with a high number on health related benefits, which impacts on the ability of the economy to maximise its potential and limits the earnings potential of individuals.
5. Since 1999 the number of people claiming benefits in the borough has reduced by over 5,000. This includes an ongoing reduction in unemployment (or Job Seekers Allowance claimants) throughout the last decade and a reduction in people claiming Incapacity Benefit and lone parent families in receipt of benefits. (It should be noted that whilst unemployment remains significantly lower than in 1999, there have been increases recently which mirror the national economic downturn.)
6. There are significant problems that still need to be addressed if the aspirations of Vision 2030 are to be met, not least a reduction in the 12,000 plus people still claiming Incapacity Benefits.
Aims of the Review

7. The review focussed on:

· Developing a greater understanding of the causes of worklessness, and how this understanding is effectively shared.

· Improving an understanding of how services contribute towards tackling worklessness.

· Improving the effectiveness and development of a more joined up approach to services relating to worklessness.

· Understanding the issues particular to the wards and how these can impact on delivery.

· Identifying and promoting best practice and value for money in effective interventions.

8.
To fully explore these key areas the review investigated:

· Barriers to labour market participation, such as education and skills.

· Social barriers, such as truancy, offending, health and financial inequalities.

· Existing strategies to address worklessness. 

· Opportunities to enhance existing partnership working.

Methodology – how the review was carried out

9.
A Review Team was assembled comprising a wide range of organisations involved in addressing worklessness in Gateshead, as well as sub regional/regional agencies with responsibility for this activity.  A Steering Group was formed consisting of the Council, Job Centre Plus and the Learning and Skills Council.  The review has been undertaken using a phased approach.  
Phase 1

10. Phase 1 comprised of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee (OSC) review.  This took place between September 2008 and April 2009.  During this time the OSC agreed the scope of the review (outlined above).  The Committee also held three evidence gathering meetings between October 2008 and January 2009 and the Committee visited sites relevant to the review in the Felling and Low Fell wards including Felling Children’s Centre; Connect Café; Renew; Gateshead College Skills Academy; Felling Job Centre and Felling Learning Shop to look at localised provision.  

11. During these sessions the Committee also considered and analysed evidence and views from:

· Officers from Development and Enterprise

· Officers from the Youth Offending Team

· Gateshead Primary Care Trust 

· Gateshead Crossroads – Caring for Carers 

· Job Centre Plus

· The Learning and Skills Council 

· Gateshead Connexions

· Gateshead College (Felling Learning Shop & Construction and Skills Academies) 

· Felling Children’s Centre including listening to experiences of parents and staff

· Mental Health Matters – Connect Café

· Renew North East

12. An interim report outlining the initial findings was presented to the OSC in January 2009.  A report was agreed in April that set out the key themes and issues identified by the OSC and how these would be taken forward during the second phase of the review process.

Phase 2

13. Phase 2 consisted of the service improvement stage of the review.   A Review group including officers from the Council and representatives from key partner organisations took forward the issues identified in the OSC review.  This stage of the review focussed on how the evidence relating to Felling and Low Fell could be taken forward in other areas across the borough. 

14. A multi-agency working group was set up for each themed area to identify improvements aimed at addressing issues highlighted in the review.  An overarching group oversaw the development of the plan to ensure join up and that cross-cutting issues were effectively being taken forward. 

15. The review also drew on Government guidance, research and best practice from other local authorities. 

16. A Delivery Plan based on the themes and issues identified by the OSC has been developed for consideration (Appendix 1).  This sets out improvement actions to be implemented.

Analysis of evidence and issues emerging from the review

Summary of issues emerging from the OSC Review 

17. The findings were presented in reports to the OSC in January and April 2009, however a summary is provided below.
18. It was first important to understand what was meant by ‘worklessness’ within the context of this review.  The definition presented to the OSC from Job Centre Plus: “Worklessness is a less familiar term than unemployment and extends beyond the unemployed. It includes those who are economically inactive, i.e. those of working age and not in work, full time education and training, or not actively seeking work”  

19. Throughout the course of the review evidence was gathered from a range of service providers as well as local people and service users to build a picture of the causes of worklessness as well as potential solutions. Whilst the OSC stage of the review focussed on Felling and Low Fell, the findings had implications for other areas in Gateshead.  
20. The OSC considered a range of evidence from a wide number of organisations.  It was clear to the OSC that there are many issues that cause and contribute to worklessness.  These are extremely complex and require the involvement of a number of organisations in order to overcome the barriers many people face to employment.  Initiatives need to be joined up and co-ordinated at appropriate levels to ensure they make an impact and improve outcomes for local people and the wider economy.
21. The OSC found that there were some excellent examples of initiatives being used to address worklessness.  Whilst significant progress has been made in recent years to address worklessness (with both unemployment and the numbers of people on out of work benefits decreasing) there is still a significant gap between some of wards in Gateshead and concerns such as the high number of residents on health related benefits. The global economic downturn has also had an impact on levels of unemployment and it is essential that action to address worklessness is able to adapt to the changing policy and economic context to ensure that the long term vision for Gateshead is achieved.

22. The review has provided an excellent opportunity for significant improvements in multi agency working, better coordination and the chance to share good practice from a wide range of areas. The OSC highlighted the following issues and these are summarised in themed areas:

25. Childcare

Issues highlighted

· Partners demonstrated that there is a wide range of financial support to help meet childcare costs in the borough such as Working Tax Credits, however the OSC felt that co-ordination between partner agencies could be improved as families were not always clear what funding was available or how it could be accessed.
· There was a perception that childcare provision did not necessarily meet the needs of all parents that wanted to work 
· Approximately 60% (30/51) of those interviewed in a Local Needs Survey undertaken as part of the review highlighted childcare as a barrier to people returning to work in the areas looked at by the OSC.  

Areas for further action

· Examine ways in which better information on childcare funding can be made available to parents and to frontline workers.
· Review the Childcare Sufficiency Plan to examine perception of supply and demand across the whole of Gateshead.

· Review marketing of childcare provision to ensure that we reach those that may require childcare services.

25. Health

Issues highlighted

· Evidence from the PCT highlighted that there were in some areas that had high levels of people on health related benefits e.g. Incapacity Benefit. Of the ‘out of work’ benefits claimed within Felling and Low Fell, the highest proportion is Incapacity Benefit.
· The Institute for Public Policy and Research identified that once someone has claimed Incapacity Benefit for a year the average duration of their claim lasts eight years. 

· Examples of good practice in helping people with health issues into employment e.g Practice Based Commissioning were highlighted to the OSC. 

· Evidence from the PCT suggested that there could be better link up between employment support services and GP Surgeries.  

· Evidence from the Carer’s Association suggested that Carers are a ‘hard to reach group’ that may face isolation in social and employment terms.

· Job Centre Plus presented evidence about how people with mental health problems are being supported. Initiatives such as Pathways had helped about 1000 people back into employment.

Areas for further action:

· Examine how to address high numbers of people on health related benefits, and support people into work following changes to benefit entitlement e.g. explore potential for employment advisors to have links to Health Centres 
· Improve on-line information for doctors on the employment services available.
· Through joint work with partners there is a need to identify early interventions to help people back into work following poor health and identify ways to work more with employers to support employees.

· Examine support available for carers to enable them to gain/remain in employment

25. Education and skills

Issues highlighted

· Some evidence from partner organisations suggested that many unwaged people do not necessarily have the confidence and skills to access employment opportunities.

· Truancy and absence levels are higher in particular areas of Gateshead and evidence from officers suggested a strong link between low attendance and poor qualifications, which affect employment routes and careers.

· The number of people with higher-level skills in the borough is significantly below the national average.

· Whilst NEET (young people Not in Education, Employment or Training) had been reducing, and there were opportunities for young people through facilities such as Gateshead College and Connexions, there are still some young people who are long-term NEET and require specialist support.   

· The Policy Exchange suggests only half of ex-offenders have the reading skills, one-fifth the writing skills and one-third the numeracy skills needed for 96% of all jobs.

· Members of the OSC highlighted the good work to encourage apprentices at Gateshead College Skills Academy and Automotive Centre. The OSC found that apprenticeship opportunities were suffering because of the economic downturn and that this was found to be an issue in both Felling and Low Fell, suggesting that this was affecting people from all over Gateshead.

Areas for further action

· Investigate links between non-attendance and aspiration 

· Identify ways to raise the ambition of & improve the skills of residents, especially those with no or few qualifications in hard to reach groups and identify ways to engage adults into educational courses such as through Family Learning.

· Encourage greater take up of apprenticeships.
26. Employment and Employability

Issues highlighted

· There appears to be a mis-match between skills required by employers and the skills that local people seeking employment actually have.  Despite the economic downturn the Committee heard that there were still over 10,000 vacancies in Gateshead, with approximately 20,000 people on out of work benefits. 
· There is a need to ensure that there are the right skills levels in the labour market to meet the needs of modern employment opportunities, for example in knowledge industries. 

· Barriers to employment needed to be addressed, e.g public transport access.
· Aspiration appeared to be a key issue in helping people to become prepared for employment.  Although the Committee did highlight evidence that suggested that during the last ten years unemployment had halved in more disadvantaged areas, and that work was focussing on reaching the long term unemployed and the harder to reach individuals to raise aspirations.
· The OSC also considered evidence about trends in worklessness and were concerned about issues around multi-generational unemployment and the impact this can have in the long term across Gateshead.
Areas for further action

· Develop understanding to identify ways to reduce the skills mismatch between job vacancies and the people seeking employment 

· Understand long term and multi generational unemployment and encourage parents to encourage their children to achieve more 

· Examine public transport links to identify any employment barriers that may exist due to transportation issues and how good practice such as subsidising travel costs during the first few weeks of new employment could be used. 

· Training and job opportunities are made available to all people of working age 

27. Communication and information

Issues highlighted

· The Committee found that partnership work is pivotal in tackling worklessness and highlighted work between the Council and Job Centre Plus as well as programmes such as Pathways to Work.

· Although it was clear that many activities were taking place by partners, the OSC felt that, through greater co-ordination, resources could be used more effectively to ensure that people were getting the right support at the right time.  

· The OSC heard evidence from local people that they do not always know what support is available to them. This highlighted a need to improve information to residents on access to support and opportunities.

Areas for further action

· Market services more effectively and raise awareness of support available including in work benefits such as Working Tax Credit and childcare provision
· Ensure that plans take into account the current economic downturn and our short, medium and long term ambitions

· Take into consideration national plans and policy around worklessness.
· Undertake a “Worklessness Assessment 
Service Improvement Review  

28.
Following the agreement of the findings by the OSC Committee, a series of themed groups were established as part of the Service Improvement process, to examine how the findings of the review could influence changes in service delivery offered by the Council and its partners.  These met from April to October 2009 and followed the themes identified by the OSC Review.  In particular the evidence gained from Felling and Low Fell focused approach was used to identify how good practice could be used elsewhere in Gateshead and how far issues in these areas, as identified by the OSC, were also issues in other areas of Gateshead.    

Key themes from the Delivery Plan    

29.
A comprehensive Delivery Plan has been developed around the five themes highlighted above. This is a partnership plan setting out how key stakeholders will work together to address the issues identified.  It builds on the evidence from the Felling and Low Fell phase of the review by identifying improvement actions to be implemented across Gateshead.  Briefly, some of the key actions, which aim to better integrate support to help people back to work include:- 

i) Childcare – Supporting the training and employment needs of parents who want to return to work following the change in the nursery allocation for 3-4 year olds. From Sept 2010 provision parents can access full day rather than half-day periods (for up to 15hrs per week). This enhanced flexibility will help people return to work. 

ii) Health Offer employment support provision in new flexible, new locations, such as doctor’s surgeries and provide improved e-information on services to address worklessness to Doctors to allow them to support their patients back to work. This will help reach more “hard to reach” clients who may lack confidence to access existing employment support provision and tackle underlying health issues that prevent people from remaining in work.  

iii) Education and Skills – Work more closely together to implement Education and Skills Provision across the borough, including for example the Establishment of an Apprenticeships Company for Gateshead, enhanced Adult Learning provision in three new centres in the borough and support the Aim Higher programme that seeks to inspire young people with a view to entering higher education in the future.  This will enable more people to access education and training provision and gain the skills needed to secure employment. 

iv) Employability and Employment – Support the introduction of a new shop front facility at the MetroCentre, including recruitment and redundancy support to both employers and employees. This will help make employment support provision more accessible and offer more seamless provision across partners.  

v) Communication and information – Develop the Employment & Skills Network and convene regularly to share good practice, developing joint projects and sharing information. Also support the development of the Family Information Service & include information on getting back to work, accessing training and review use of the Childcare Eligibility Checker with frontline staff improve information on childcare options and funding. This will enhance joint working and help offer more streamlined and co-ordinated provision. 

Monitoring of the Action Plan     

30. It is proposed that progress on the Action plan is reported to this Committee on a six monthly basis for the first year and on an annual basis thereafter. A final report on the achievements of the Action Plan will be brought to the Committee in the 2012-13 financial year.

31. It should be noted that this is an area of work that is very sensitive to changes in Government policy. Should any changes be made that will detrimentally impact on the review these will be reported to the Committee at the first possible opportunity and the Delivery Plan revised accordingly.    

Recommendations

32. This report summarises the key findings arising from this Overview and Scrutiny Committees review of Worklessness and provides a detailed Delivery Plan for the implementation of these findings. The Sustainable Communities (People) Overview and Scrutiny Committee is recommended to:

· Agree the proposed Delivery Plan highlighted in appendix 1 and agree to the monitoring arrangements highlighted in 30 and 31 above. 

· Agree that the Chairman of this Committee present this report to Cabinet as representing the Committee’s findings of the OSC and Service Improvement review and recommendations for improvement.

Contact: Anne Britton, Head of Economic Development, x2055
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