response to Surrey’s supporting people inspection
march 2005

A message from the Chairman of the Commissioning Body 
David Munro, Surrey County Council’s Executive Member for Adults and Community Care, said: “We are very proud to have been given this big vote of confidence by independent inspectors. They have praised our partnership working, the way we involve people using our services and the robust management and budgetary arrangements we have in place. They also praise our strategic plan, which is based on thorough research of housing support needs, and which identifies the future priorities for the programme.  We are particularly proud that this is the best judgment nationally for a county council to date and also that the inspectors found ‘unqualified praise …. from partners, providers and others’.  I would like to thank all our partners and the service providers, who have helped us to achieve this positive result.  

This report is a tribute to the hard work and commitment of our superb Supporting People team, and they should all be congratulated for the excellent work they do. ”

Our strengths

We are delighted with the strengths that have been identified, not least that, “the Supporting People Team is administering the programme effectively, to the satisfaction of partners and services providers”.  We also welcome the praise for our effective partnership working.  Governance is particularly complex in a large county council like Surrey, in which we have a total of 18 statutory partners, 138 providers and over 300 services.  It has been a particular success story for our programme that all the statutory partners have been fully supportive of the 5-Year Supporting People Strategy that has now been endorsed.  We have successfully captured everybody’s priorities to achieve consensus for the way forward.  Moreover, the continued support and endorsement of our providers, against the backdrop of on-going financial uncertainty, is especially pleasing.

We are also pleased that the inspectors found that, “there are robust financial arrangements and budgetary control is sound” and that “there is evidence of a focus on achieving value for money”.  They praise the systematic research that has informed our 5-Year Strategy and they note that we have started to address the gaps in supply that our research has revealed. They also acknowledge that, “there is evidence that service reviews are resulting in the remodelling of services for the benefit of service users”.   Everything would suggest that we are moving in the right direction for the benefit of providing housing related support services to the most vulnerable adults in Surrey.

Areas for improvement

We are looking closely at the areas for improvement that the inspectors have identified.  We acknowledge that there is much to be done – and indeed we welcome all the specific recommendations that the inspectors have made in their report.  However, we feel that the expectations of the inspectors were somewhat high as to where we could realistically be less than two years into the programme, bearing in mind the complexity of a large 2-tier authority like Surrey and the fact that we are only part of the way through a comprehensive service review programme.  For example we acknowledge that not everyone yet has support plans and that there may be some ineligible costs that have crept into the programme – but the inspectors only identified these concerns in services where reviews had not yet taken place.

We think that the inspectors under-estimated the challenge of governance arrangements in a complex partnership of 18 statutory partners and the aspiration to engage 138 providers and nearly 13,000 service users without being tokenistic.  As the report acknowledges, our providers are happy with their involvement to date– and much has been done to involve service users in shaping the future of the programme through strategic planning.  We are looking to build upon this in response to the recommendations.

In response to the recommendation to make the involvement of providers and users in the governance arrangements more systematic, we are looking carefully at the role of our Advisory Group, with a view to extending its membership and remit.  We plan to have a Participation Conference in the Summer to take this forward, consulting those who, hopefully, will have an interest in being engaged in the governance arrangements.

The report recognises that there is a focus on value for money through the service review process – but suggests that the Commissioning Body might be more pro-active in scrutinising this.  We do not entirely agree with this for 2 main reasons:

1. The Commissioning Body has set the overall ethos to ensure that value for money is achieved through the programme. The need to achieve value for money has been mainstreamed through the service review process and appropriate improvements have been achieved through negotiated reductions in costs, increased capacity within services or, in a few instances, persuading providers to accept more challenging clients.


2. There is only so much that could reasonably been achieved in terms of benchmarking and scrutiny at the stage of the programme when we were inspected.  The reports to the Commissioning Body are becoming more sophisticated and detailed as more and more information is being gathered, both within Surrey and by other authorities in the South East.

That said, we agree with the inspectors that there is always scope for improvement and we value the detailed recommendations and comments that they have made.  We have developed an Action Plan to take forward all the recommendations and this is attached at Annex One.

Taking the programme forward

In the course of their inspection, the inspectors noted the low base of supported housing services in the county, particularly floating support.  They also recognised that our grant per capita of population is low and that our unit costs are also lower than might be expected in a high cost county like Surrey.  They praised our well-researched Supporting People Strategy, which they agree begins to address the gaps in supply that have been identified.  They also acknowledged our financial prudence and budgetary control.

The challenge for Surrey Supporting People now is how to build on its successes by helping to develop more supported housing for people with differing needs and to provide more much needed floating support services.  However, the future of Supporting People in Surrey is at risk because of the emerging Distribution Formula, which threatens to cut Surrey’s grant by a third.  As Mr Munro said, “If we are to suffer such a massive cut in Government grant, it would seriously undermine our preventative work with the most vulnerable people and result in more crisis intervention in future.”

We very much welcome the inspectors independent and positive view of the good work that is taking place in Surrey and we will, of course, be using this to help us challenge the damaging cuts to the programme that we might face.

Annex One

	Recommendation
	Proposed Action



	Review the governance arrangements to ensure that service users and providers have consistent input by June 2005
	It is planned to look at the role of the Advisory Group (at present a group of statutory partners which meets every six months) to see if it can be expanded to incorporate providers, the voluntary sector and service users

A conference is planned for the Summer for all stakeholders to take this forward



	Clarify the role and scope of the advisory group, particularly in relation to service users and providers, and ensure that potential attendees receive information about the group’s meetings by May 2005
	As above.  Invitations to the conference will be issued by May to ensure that we meet this requirement

	Take steps to ensure that health partners are aware of the importance or their consistent involvement in the governance arrangements by April 2005
	An approach has been made to the Primary Care Trust Chief Executives to remind them of the need to nominate representatives to the Joint Management Board (representation on the Commissioning Body is already sound)
Members of the Supporting People Team are also being encouraged to enhance communication 

	Ensure that all commissioning body members are clear about their roles in terms of their responsibility for the delivery of the Supporting People programme as a whole by April 2005 
	A “Governance Refresher” paper was presented to the Commissioning Body at their meeting of 14th March 2005

It is planned to review the Memorandum of Understanding between Surrey County Council and the Commissioning Body in the late Summer which will also serve to reinforce understanding of the governance arrangements

	Take steps to ensure that the commissioning body has the capacity to scrutinise the outcome of service reviews, and proposals for new services, in terms of value for money and costs, by May 2005
	This is being done incrementally:

A paper was taken to the Commissioning Body 31st January 2005 giving an overview of Value For Money issues

A paper was taken to the Commissioning Body 14th March 2005, with a proposed new format, aiming to give members more information on which to make Value for Money judgements

In May 2005 it is planned to give a comprehensive report of all the service reviews completed to date, with a view to the Commissioning Body scrutinising costs prior to issuing “steady state contracts” to providers

	Carry out further benchmarking exercises on the costs and quality of services, both within the county and with outside authorities (on-going from publication of the report)
	Internal Value For Money work and benchmarking on-going (as indicated above)

Benchmarking also underway in cooperation with other authorities in the South East

	Ensure that the council’s frontline staff are aware of how to direct callers to Supporting People services and have access to appropriate information by June 2005
	This arose from a “mystery shopping” call to the Contact Centre, where the caller received an unhelpful reply and the officer was unable to direct her to someone who could help.
Steps have been taken to improve key words on the Surrey website, so that the operator taking an enquiry should be able to ascertain who to signpost people to for assistance

	Take action to address the needs of diverse communities and groups, taking account of the recent research findings, by April 2005
	In view of likely funding cuts, main focus to ensure that existing services accessible.  We plan to look at:

· Access to existing services

· Improved information to minority groups about services

· Ensuring existing services meet the needs of minority groups

· Wider strategic links

	Take steps to ensure that all providers collect and provide clear information on the profile of their service users by October 2005
	Our provider questionnaire 2003/04 revealed that 14% of our providers do not monitor ethnicity.   We will seek to impose this through our service review process.  Where reviews fall after the October deadline, we will contact providers to alert them that we expect ethnic monitoring to be in place by the time we review their service.



	Work with providers to ensure that support plans are in place for all service users (with immediate effect and on-going)
	Articles have been placed in our newsletter and on our website, warning providers that they will be in breach of Grant Conditions unless support plans are in place.  This issue will also be picked up through the service review programme.  Providers will not meet the minimum standards unless support plans are in place.



	Develop the existing links with neighbouring authorities to discuss and take forward Supporting People issues (ongoing from publication of this report)
	Cross authority statement and outline statement of purpose is incorporated in 5-Year Supporting People Strategy

Lead Officer has joined sub-regional planning group (first meeting to be held in April)

	Develop the content of the Surrey Supporting People website to include information for all stakeholders, including service users and carers, by June 2005 and on-going
	A project plan is in place and on course to ensure that we achieve this objective.

	Work with the probation service to develop an accommodation strategy and to meet the need for services for offenders by June 2005
	Meetings have been held with probation, who are working hard, with our support, to meet this objective.


