Questions for Simon White 
Here is a précis of the questions we did not manage to answer at the Young Suffolk Forum on Thursday 28th January with Simon’s Answers in BOLD. 

1. How can we commission from the bottom up to address real needs?

The short answer to this is that the Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (prepared with the NHS) should provide an evidence based framework for commissioning.  Localities will be the place where actual service responses to unmet need are devised and created, often using the third sector.  However, this is very difficult to make “real” to people on the ground.

2. Could you clarify what you said about increasing universal preventative services having a tendency to widen the gap. Is this because it means fewer resources go to targeted support?

This was a general point, for example, if there is a successful campaign to reduce smoking, or a new way of managing diabetes it can increase the gap between rich and poor, because rich people tend to be more knowledgeable or have easier access to health care.  When we extend nursery education to four year olds, say, there may be a similar effect.  This leads one to think about targeted interventions based on “case finding” – like more Health Visitors input for hard pressed families.  However there is a contradiction, because, as the saying goes, “services for the poor are poor services”.

3. Is it possible to change the current system that focuses on measuring quantitative outcomes for one that considers qualitative, softer outcomes? E.g. Base evaluation on how Young people feel about the service they have received.

I completely agree – most PIs fail to describe real outcomes and some are positively harmful.  I think self reporting and using simple psychological measures of well being are very important and I am encouraging services to use them.  Complaints and feedback are also important.

4. How will you ensure that your middle managers improve their understanding of the important role the voluntary sector can play in the delivery of services to children young people and their families?

We just have to carry on in dialogue – I don’t think they are that bad, actually.

5. In the model you presented it appeared the medium to small voluntary sector organisations only occupy the fringes of statutory services provision? Is this really your perception?

I am not sure I understand this question. I do think that it is difficult to commission statutory services (ie ones which fulfil a legal obligation to an individual child) from small voluntary sector organisations.  However this isn’t really the point – the existence of social capital (in the form of small autonomous voluntary organisations) can mean that a duty never arises.  If this wasn’t your question, email me at simon.white@suffolk.gov.uk
6. How can the sector help to change the perceived risk adverse nature of Suffolk County Council?

This is a slow journey – I think government and OFSTED will be more important in changing this culture.

7. How can we work together to support more schools to work in real partnership with the voluntary sector and be more open to meeting their challenges together? 

This is a big question!  I am not sure that it is not through schools, in their communities, developing extended services and integrated services themselves that we will make progress.  The Voluntary Sector has to respond to what schools themselves want – to treat them as customers rather than rely on CYP to be a marriage broker.  The policy direction of travel is definitely for schools to be more independent and to have more access to the resources they need to enable children to learn.

8. How can we put mechanisms in place to ensure feedback and involvement at all stages of the commissioning process? 

I hope the Children’s Trust will have inclusive models of developing services that fully engage with relevant voluntary organisations.  I have often found that this works best when there are organised “Communities of interest” across the voluntary sector so that it is possible to communicate easily by email and also for more formal forms of “representation” in commissioning groups can be arranged.

9. How will you tackle the barriers that have been created by the bureaucracy of safeguarding? 

Answer as per 6 above.

10. Do you feel there is a need to invest in VCS infrastructure to ensure effective monitoring evaluation and impact of the voluntary sector?

      Yes I do

11. What steps are being taken on commissioning that will help reduce the current levels of in-house delivery?

I do not see reducing in house services as an objective in itself.  We need to secure the best services we can, providing value for money of course.  There are some services where the voluntary sector self evidently is better placed – if you feel that we are encroaching on this territory let me know.  I think there is some merit in a mixed economy in youth services.

12. What is the Suffolk County Council Strategy for including children, young people and their families in decision making processes?

Again a responsibility of the Childrens Trust in terms of commissioning, and for all of us in terms of giving children themselves as much chance and control as is practicable over decisions which affect them personally.  It is quite difficult to involve children in “our” processes because they are so opaque and bureaucratic!

