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RESHAPING SERVICES


Welcome back for the second part of this morning’s programme.  The next speaker is someone my mother has always had a very high opinion of, in her own quaint way – ME!!

At this time, I want to reflect on the impact that SureStart has on the way services are delivered and ways in which it can influence developments in the future.

One responsibility, which SureStart embraces is that of reshaping services to better meet needs.  Reshaping is not what we all wanted to do after Christmas – well it is really – but in the context of SureStart it captures the intention of what is euphemistically referred to as Modernisation and Reform.

What can SureStart contribute to this process? 
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Think back to what SureStart sets out to do – To give children in SureStart areas a better start to life by realigning and better co-ordinating services in those areas.

As partnerships of statutory, voluntary and community sectors, with parents, SureStart Projects seek to address the holistic needs of children.

Children’s needs are wide-ranging – from physical, emotional, intellectual and social.  Not one agency or professional acting alone can make a significant difference to the whole child.  Nor can any agency or professional make a real impact without the active involvement of a child’s parent or parents.

So the first thing a SureStart Project sets out to design is an active collaboration across agencies and sectors and with parents.

Why reshape?  And what do we seek to reshape?  We reshape because of the need to improve services to meet needs.  A continuous process of needs assessment, planning and review identifies changes needed in terms of both the content or nature of the service delivered and its accessibility.
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We need to keep asking if the service we deliver is the right service to make a difference or could it be provided differently to make it easier for more people to access.  This is particularly relevant in services with capacity issues where new ways of organising services may improve capacity.  Or where there are accessibility issues, for example in rural areas.  I recall one mother in a rural village whose child had regular appointments with the Speech Therapist in the nearest town, 10 miles away.  The child attended very few appointments – not because the mother was deliberately negligent – No – her husband took the family car to work.  She had to walk her children to school.  The only bus to town left in the morning before her children were left to school and the return bus left her home after they were due to be collected.

So, how has SureStart contributed to Re-Shaping?
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Firstly it has helped us to reshape our thinking about COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIPS.

Partnerships, as in human relations, are not about “what can I get out of this relationship?”  They’re about recognising that a range of agencies, groups and individuals contribute to the well-being of children and that closer, collaborative working to a shared agenda provides the best chance of making a difference.

The existing SureStart Projects have worked hard to share their vision and to develop working relationships and arrangements, which support the idea of partnerships.  It has not always been easy but it is paying off.

Secondly SureStart has also required the support of an INFORMATION SYSTEM, which helps it to identify levels of need and to set targets for its activities and enables it to measure the change in indicators of need over time.

Much work has been undertaken by the Information Department at the Western Health and Social Services Board to develop the SureStart database and to provide support to individual projects.  Tommy Doherty and his colleagues have been very active and productive partners with SureStart.  Information on a range of indicators reflected back to us provides an incentive to “do something”.

Did you know: -

· That the still-birth rate is higher in the West than the rate for Northern Ireland as a whole

· That 24% of babies are born to mothers who smoke

· That breast-feeding rates range from 13% in Creggan in Derry to 61% in Coolnagard Ward in Omagh

· 20% of P.1 girls and 13% of P.1 boys are overweight

· 7% of P.1 girls are obese as are 4% of P.1 boys

Having this information enables us to target our activities to changing these indicators.

Thirdly SureStart has also a key innovative role to play in the development of new services in local areas and in the influencing of new service development within the statutory sector through the sharing of good practice.

To date, there have been examples of both.

(a) The development of Chattersacks in a number of local SureStarts – through the SureStart Speech & Language Therapist - This has seen the production of a range of resources which can help parents support the development of their children’s communication skills.  The active involvement of the Library Service has been a marked success in terms of re-shaping.

(b) Midwifery services delivered through SureStart.

Finally in terms of re-shaping.
IMPROVING ACCESSIBILITY is a further feature of SureStart success.  I’ve already spoken about the rural issue and the difficulties of ensuring equitable access to services.

High levels of poverty in an area may also affect the ability of families to access much needed interventions.

In addition SureStart Projects have also sought to address the issue of accessibility for working parents.  Some services need to be provided outside the traditional 9-5, Monday to Friday scenario.

It is early stages yet in the life of SureStart.

Recent adverse publicity about the evaluation of the first tranche of SureStart in England have been misrepresented in my opinion.  The headlines have masked many positive aspects but we need to consider the implications for development and delivery in Northern Ireland.
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The challenges facing us are as follows: -

· The impact of the Review of Public Administration on the SureStart initiative - not least in terms of where it is located in the new structures.  Organisational change in itself may also distract attention and focus from the need to nurture SureStart.

· The need for the statutory sector, particularly Health & Social Services, to take ownership and provide leadership for SureStart, recognising it as a key vehicle for delivering on its own agenda, I would suggest that each new Trust coming into being, should appoint a Senior Manager with specific responsibility for the links between SureStart and the core business of the Trust – in fact it should be considered the core business of the Trust.

· The close liaison between SureStart and the development of the Full Service Extended Schools initiative.  The transition from the first few years of life to school age provision is an important one and one which close collaboration can support.
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· The increasing focus on an outcomes based approach with clear performance monitoring against agreed targets.  The investment being made should make a difference – but how will we know?

Can we make a difference e.g., to the numbers of children who arrive in Primary School with problems of overweight and obesity?

· The development of shared information systems.  Protocols must be designed to minimise the scenario of – “this is my information!!  The Data Protection Act prevents me from telling you to whom you should be directing your services”.

I conclude with a message to all of you – if SureStart has your active support in meeting the aim of a better start in life for our children, I have no doubt that we can all “make a difference”.
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