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1
PURPOSE OF THE REPORT

The purpose of this report is to outline the force's approach in seeking to achieve improved management control over costs of ill-health retirement and injury awards, within Northumbria Police. 

2 BACKGROUND

Northumbria Police’s Commitment

Northumbria Police is committed to achieving continuous improvement in attendance, and ensuring absence and associated costs are minimised through stringent management control and practice.

In accordance with the Police Negotiating Board (PNB) Agreement, May 2002 and the consequential changes to the Police Pensions Regulations 1987, the force has taken steps to achieve this objective and is already beginning to achieve a measure of success. 

Occupational Health – 5 Year Plan

Northumbria Police is currently one of the top performing forces within the country in relation to sickness absence management.  However, the force is striving to improve further and aims to have the lowest sickness absence levels of any police force in the country, within the coming years.

To achieve this a 5 year strategy has been developed.  The first two years of this period essentially relate to tightening up on current arrangements and building a proper foundation upon which to become more proactive and innovative.

Health Management Group  

Improved integration and sound partnership working between Human Resources (HR) practitioners and Occupational Health Unit (OHU) professionals takes place through regular joint action planning and the Health Management Group.  This enables the force to review the progress of officers on long term sick on a monthly basis, with the aim of facilitating their return to work at the earliest opportunity.  These mechanisms also allow Personnel Services Department to better identify cases which ultimately may become long-term problems, and to arrange appropriate early interventions. 

Up until the past two years the directly employed Force Medical Adviser (FMA) made all decisions regarding medical retirements, the outcome of which was based on medical factors only, over a relatively short period of time.  

In making decisions regarding injury pensions, which are effectively a second pension to compensate against lost earnings capacity, the FMA was making labour market judgments on alternative career options for retiring police officers.  This process lacked independent oversight and is not a doctor's area of expertise.

Since this task was handed over to HR practitioners the force has seen a significant reduction in the number of officers receiving injury awards.   

The table below illustrates the decrease in the number of awards incurred per year. 

	Year
	Number of awards

	1998
	41

	1999
	27

	2000
	12

	2001
	21

	2002
	10

	2003
	4


Medical Retirement  

Northumbria Police is currently in the second quartile regarding the number of medical retirements per 1000 police officers each year.  However, the force is developing a number of approaches to reduce medical retirement further, for example:   

· A review of OHU management has raised the profile of absence management and better prioritised the Unit's activities.  Changes in structure, personnel and working practices have enabled the OHU to provide medical and welfare intervention in cases, which may previously have resulted in medical retirement.

· Amendments to the Disability Discrimination Act in October 2004 will require the force to make reasonable adjustments to enable officers to remain at work should they develop a permanent disability.  Therefore, it aims to take a proactive approach by identifying restricted and substantive posts for these officers to occupy.  However, significant improvements have already been made in this area of work.  The figures below indicate the success achieved in 2003-2004:       

	
	97/98
	98/99
	99/00
	00/01
	01/02
	02/03
	03/04

	Medical

Retirement
	29
	27
	22
	21
	25
	20
	7


Injury Award Pilot 

The force is currently undertaking an exercise to review the injury awards granted to twenty officers who have: 

· recently left the force (past 3 years)

· left the force fairly young (up to age of 40)

· left the force with a substantial injury award (50% - 75% banding)

In addition, the calculation of individual injury awards paid will be reviewed given their relative ability to secure alternative employment following early retirement.  

Undertaking the review may result in some injury awards being reduced, which could generate significant cost savings for the Authority.  In addition, the pilot may result in some medically retired officers being invited to resume their career with Northumbria Police or where they elect not to take up this offer, the validity of continuing to pay a pension will be explored.

Legal Adviser

A Legal Adviser from the Police Authority has been relocated in the force's Personnel Services Department to deal with employment issues as well as assist with pensions and retirement issues.  This has been crucial at a time of significant change to pension regulations and the introduction of new inefficiency procedures for police officers.

This has provided the force with a dedicated on-site resource, working alongside HR and OHU colleagues, providing advice on pension and regulations issues, which will be of great value as it continues to achieve further management efficiencies. 

3
EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IMPLICATIONS

This report is in accordance with Northumbria Police’s sickness management and ill-health retirement policies which are designed to avoid discrimination.

4
HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS

This report is in accordance with the Police Pensions Regulations 1987, Northumbria Police’s sickness management and ill-health retirement policies which comply with the Human Rights Act 1998 and its underlying principles.

5
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

The Treasurer confirms there are no direct financial implications arising from the contents of this report. 

6
RECOMMENDATIONS

It is recommended that members:

i)
Note the recent success of the force in reducing ill-health retirement levels and injury award costs.

ii)
Agree to receive further reports, as appropriate, detailing future progress.

