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19th JANUARY 2019

MINUTES

Present: Cllrs A Mackiewicz, (Chairman), J Hulland (V Chairman), B Holmes, D Cole, M 
Gough, J Hamilton, L McCarthy, A Mackenzie, P Thomas, M Wilson, G Sleigh, Mr 
B Hall, Mrs J Hildreth

Officers/
Witnesses:

Support 
Officer

Sally Hodges, Director of Children’s Services and Skills 
Frank McSheffrey, Acting Assistant Director, Children’s Services
Phil Leivers, Assistant Director, Learning and Achievement 
Ann Pearson, Team Leader, School Place Planning 
Ann Lowe, Head of Special Education Needs and Disabilities
Stuart McHale, Children’s Services and Skills Finance Manager

Mala Mistry, Scrutiny Officer

MINUTE SILENCE 

A minute silence was held at the start of the meeting as a mark of respect for the 
death of Ross Williams, an Education, Health and Care Plan Coordinator who was 
tragically killed in a road traffic accident at the weekend.

The Director of Children’s Services and Skills explained that Ross was a key member 
of the START Team that was working to support some of the most vulnerable 
children in the Borough to get the help that they needed. He was well liked by his 
colleagues and the young people who he was supporting. She further advised that 
messages of condolences from across the Local Authority were being collated and 
would be passed on to his family.  

RESOLVED
That the Scrutiny Board’s sincere condolences and heartfelt thanks for all 
Ross Williams’s  hard work in supporting young people with SEND in the 
Borough are passed on to Ross’s family.  

1. APOLOGIES 

None received 

2. DECLARATION OF PUCUNIARY / CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

Cllr A Mackiewicz declared an interest in his capacity as AMPA Associates and the 
fact his company may have done some ecological work in Solihull schools.  

3. QUESTIONS AND DEPUTATIONS

The Scrutiny Officer advised that no questions and deputations had been made. 

She advised that she had circulated to the Scrutiny Board, the response to the 
question submitted to Dr Brain at the last meeting. 

4. MINUTES – 7th NOVEMBER 2018



 

The Board considered the accuracy of the minutes of the last meeting held on 7th 
November 2018

RESOLVED
That the minutes of the Children’s Services, Education and Skills 
Scrutiny Board held on 7th November was approved as an 
accurate record of the meeting. 

5. DRAFT SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS AND DISABILITY SCHOOL PLACE 
PLANNING AND SEND STRATEGY 

The Scrutiny Board considered a report of the Assistant Director for Learning and 
Achievement who indicated that a draft commissioning strategy had been developed 
to try and address the rising costs associated with sending children and young people 
with complex needs to out of borough school placements and to look at what could 
be done to develop more in-borough SEND school places. The Team Leader, School 
Place Planning highlighted that the commissioning strategy identified the current 
position and challenges in respect of SEND school place-planning and the key 
priorities and principles to work towards. The strategy would be ‘sister’ document to 
the schools organisational plan and be reviewed/refreshed every year. She advised 
that there had been good engagement from parents of children and young people 
with SEND, head-teachers and other key stakeholders as part of the consultation for 
the draft strategy. She advised that there had been some positive expressions of 
interest from primary schools about working together to develop more in-borough 
SEND provision and this would be followed up throughout the course of the year. 

The scrutiny Board was asked to comment on this report. 

Members noted the expressions of interest from primary schools and inquired about 
the reluctance of secondary schools to proactively engage with creating more in-
borough SEND places. Furthermore the Chairman commented on the excellent 
partnership working between Merstone School and Solihull College where specialist 
places had been made available at their campus in the north of the borough and, 
probed on whether this model could be replicated in other parts of the Borough. In 
response the Team Leader, School Place Planning advised that there had been 
some ongoing constructive discussions with a couple of secondary schools on how 
they could support the provision of in-borough SEND provision and work was also 
been done to see how their strengthened support could be linked to the Ofsted 
framework. In respect of replicating the Merstone/Solihull College model in other 
parts of the Borough, the Team Leader, School Place Planning advised that a 
number of approaches and models were likely to be progressed but the success of 
the Forest Oak/Solihull College (Woodlands Campus) was recognised and following 
on from the pilot, there were plans for a similar arrangement between Hazel Oak 
School and the Blossomfield Campus at Solihull Campus. 

A Member commended the draft commissioning strategy but wanted more 
information about how this would work in practice and also how regional schools 
commissioners would be involved given that the majority of secondary schools in the 
Borough were designated academies. In response, the Children’s Directorate 
Finance Manager advised that that the School Forum had oversight of the High 
Needs Block (HNB) that funded SEN provision as part of the Dedicated Schools 
Grant (DSG) and therefore the Local Authority could not commit any further funding in 
this area and this was comparable with the experiences of other local authorities 
regionally and nationally. However, they would be working in consultation with the 
Schools Forum to ensure extra funding for SEN provision was being used in the most 
appropriate way. She also advised that the regional school commissioner played a 
key role in supporting any business case for extra in-borough SEND provision that 



 

was being proposed in good or outstanding academy provision. 

A Member asked for further explanation on the reasons for closing the Auckland 
Education Centre and what the implications would be. In response the Cabinet 
Member for Children’s Services, Education and Skills explained that performance and 
staffing had been inherently challenging over a number of years at this setting and it 
had been very difficult to recruit good quality staff to support vulnerable pupils at the 
provision. Even though it was a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) it was identified that the 
majority of pupils had had an unmet SEN need and it was more appropriate that they 
received SEND support rather than being placed in alternative provision or 
mainstream education. 

Members made reference to the need to act earlier to identify and support young 
people with SEND needs that could help avoid the escalation of costly out of borough 
placements and better plan for appropriate support. Another Member made reference 
a personal experience where she felt that it would be useful to have been offered the 
opportunity to have an ECH Plan earlier so that arrangements could be made for her 
son. In response, the Assistant Director, Learning and Achievement emphasized that 
things were now being placed on identifying and addressing issues earlier, 
particularly for those young people going through transitions as support was available 
in the transitions team who were able to forecast costs and have discussions with 
parents at an earlier stage so that various options could be explored in a timely way. 
The Cabinet Member for Children’s Services, Education and Skills also highlighted 
that early identification and intervention was a key focus for the Health and Wellbeing 
Board and NHS who were identifying the SEND needs earlier due to medical 
advances. The Head of SEND also made reference to the Early Years Inclusion fund 
and My Plan process to provide targeted support available to children before they 
started statutory education and this also helped to identify issues earlier. 

The Chairman asked for more information about how young people with SEND could 
be supported to have a smoother transition between primary and secondary school. 
Another Member made reference to the challenges of teaching disruptive children 
with SEN needs in mainstream education and the need to work closely with parents 
and possibility strengthen working with charities in this area. In response, the 
Assistant Director, Learning and Achievement highlighted that inclusion conferences 
had advocated the need for secondary schools to do more and make reasonable 
adjustments and have the same opportunities for young people with SEND to achieve 
their potential and work was ongoing with secondary schools to encourage them to 
support this. One of the ways this was being done was through the roll out of autism 
training Level 3 and 5 to education practitioners in order to raise awareness and 
change behaviours. It was acknowledged that there was already close working with 
parents and social care coordinators through having a joint team to ensure that SEN 
pupils were getting the right support in the right setting but there was potential to 
better tap into expertise of charities. 

A Member questioned the fairness in the system and inquired further about the socio-
economic group of SEN pupils currently accessing out of Borough placements. In 
response the Cabinet Member for Children’s Services, Education and Skills advised 
that managing parents expectations could often be very difficult and sometimes 
tribunals have ruled that the Local Authority have to send a young people to a 
particular school that parents feel best meets their needs. It was acknowledged that 
there were large percentages of SEND pupils being educated outside the Borough 
who were from higher socio-economic backgrounds but the best way of tackling this 
issue was to grow sufficient in-borough places so that high-quality in-borough options 
could be made available. The Director of Children’s Skills and Skills highlighted that 
there was a strategy in place for growing more in-borough and this would be tackled 
individually and during the course of the year. 



 

The Chairman made reference to the budget pressures in respect of school transport 
and inquired further about the plans to address this. In response, the Cabinet 
Member for Children, Education and Skills highlighted that this issue was challenging 
as Local Authority had tried to procure more competitive provision but this had not 
been successful and it was acknowledged that it was a niche area. He also advised 
that parents had also been approached to see whether they could drop off / pick up 
their children via a favorable mileage rate but many parents were reluctant to pursue 
this due to the need for adequate respite. The long term strategy for dealing the 
significant cost pressures was to grow in-borough provision that would invariably lead 
to cheaper school transport costs.  

In response to further questions from Members the following areas
 The cost of a ECH Plan and how often it was reviewed, 
 The number and costs associated with young people being educated out of the 

Borough
 why neighbouring authorities were taking up the Local Authorities in-borough SEN 

places
 the recruitment of Education Physiologists and what ‘growing our own’ meant in 

practice
 What the Plan B situation if the autism free school bid failed. 

In response, the Assistant Director of Learning and Skills provided the following 
information. 

 It was highlighted that there was a significant amount of time and resources 
involved in putting together an ECH Plan but the exact cost of producing one was 
not yet known. The plan was supposed to be reviewed annually. However due to 
pressures in the system, this hasn’t been the case, particularly since Local 
Authority had been a pathfinder. Schools would play a leading role in reviewing 
straight-forward ECHP with the Local Authority leading the discussions on more 
complex cases. 

 There were 73 Children and young people with SEND being educated out of 
Borough with over £3million being spent on out of Borough transport costs. 
Sometimes a tribunal could have ruled that the Local Authority has to send a 
young person out of borough to a specialist provision that best meets their needs. 

 If there was a SEND place available in a Solihull Special school, it could not be 
refused even if the application was made outside of the Borough. A Member 
indicated that Birmingham City Council seemed to be able to be more proactive 
and more prepared with obtaining these places as they became available. 

 The recruitment of educational psychologists had been progressive with the head 
of the service being appointed and two more due to start work shortly. They would 
play a pivotal role as part of having oversight of ECH Plans and there was 
opportunity for them to be involved with traded services with academies. It was 
recognised that there was a lot of training involved in becoming an educational 
physiologist with a students from a math’s and psychology background having to 
learn on the job. Therefore the head education psychologist was keen to develop 
and support students as part of ‘growing our own’ service. 

At yet there was been no feedback on whether the free school bid for a SEND school 
had been successful and it was anticipated that information from the Department of 
Education would be more forthcoming in Spring 2019. Meanwhile plan B was being 
worked on and involved advanced discussions with a particularly secondary school in 
the Borough. 



 

The Chairman summarised the discussion and placed emphasis on the need to 
maintain and accelerate an early intervention approach. 

RESOLVED
(i). The Scrutiny Board noted the successful partnership working between Forest Oak 
and Woodlands Campus, Solihull College and RECOMMENDS  that Officers explore  
replicating this model and developing similar centres in secondary schools (11-16) in 
all parts of the Borough. 
(ii). The Scrutiny Board make the following RECOMMENDATIONS to Senior Leaders 
and the Cabinet Member that supports with tackling SEND pressures. 

a). Support early intervention and provide help to prevent SEND becoming 
more costly in later years.
b). Support the SEND Commissioning strategy that aims to deliver 
more local places.
c). Support the continual roll-out of inclusion and Autism training in 
mainstream schools.
d). Evaluate the costs of producing an EHCP
e). Produce a document (in addition to the strategy) that explains the 
SEND process for parents to enable them to better navigate through the 

service and manage expectations.
(iii). The Scrutiny Board that that draft Commissioning strategy was a excellent 
document which could be further improved by a glossary of terms that explain key 
acronyms
 

6. FAMILY SUPPORT SERVICE

In introducing this report, the Chairman explained that the purpose of this item was 
for the Scrutiny Board to better understand what was being done to reduce rising 
costs in children’s social services in the context of high demand. 

The Acting Assistant Director, Children and Families provided an overview of his 
report and summarised the rationale for developing the Family Support Services that 
would be replacing Engage and Edge of Care Service from 1st April 2019. One the 
key reasons for introducing this restructure was to better deal with the rise in numbers 
of Looked After Children (LAC), Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children (UASC) 
and Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) and the complexity of cases coming into 
children’s social work services. He indicated that the proposed reconfiguration of the 
service would lead to the development of four area-based family support teams, the 
bringing together of elements of the current Children’s Assessment Team and 
Children in Need Teams and integrating elements of Engage team into the Multi-
agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) so that lower-level crisis could be responded to 
more broadly. There would also be the creation of family conference unit to work 
strengthened working with families to resolve issues and prevent issues from 
escalating.

The Acting Assistant Director for Children’s Services further outlined the current 
pressures facing children services with rising Section 17 Child in Need cases, having 
to fund the remand cost of particular young person and battling with the Government 
to ensure that adequate support/resources could be made available to fund this 
situation as well as the shortfall in funding for increasing number of UASC who are 
being cared for by the Borough. 

The Scrutiny Board was asked to comment on this report. 

The Members were concerned to read about the rise in CSE, trafficking and wanted 
more information to what was being done to address this so that it could be 



 

prevented, A Member who worked with young people with SEND needs commented 
that it was likely that many young people who were being groomed/exploited had 
SEND needs and it was very difficult for them to get out of abusive situations easily it 
was occurring across county lines. Further it was often difficult for vulnerable young 
people to recognize that this kind of behaviour was wrong as they trusted and 
believed their perpetrators. In response, the Acting Assistant Director, Children’s 
Service advised that the Local Authority was working very closely with the Police and 
with colleagues in Birmingham to tackle some of these complex exploitation issues, 
particularly as they crossed boundaries. He advised that sometimes young people 
who have been subject to abuse in this way may have to be moved far away from the 
area for their own safety. 

In response to further questions from Members about the prevalence of Children 
Sexual Exploitation in the Borough and what was being done to address it, the Acting 
Assistant Director of Children’s Services highlighted that there were 211 children 
currently on various levels as categorised by a CSE Screening tool. Most were on 
Level 1 where risk of CSE had been identified and precautionary action was being 
taken but there were some young people on Level 2 and 3 where the CSE risk was 
higher or was actively taking place and for these cases a social worker had been 
allocated. He further advised that a multi-disciplinary approach was taken to tackling 
CSE and the new exploitation team that was being created would have a remit of 
providing support up to the age of 25.  The Cabinet Member explained that he serves 
on the current LSCB’s CSE Steering Group which is chaired by a Police Officer and 
has representation from partner agencies, as well as the Business Manager from the 
Safeguarding Adults Board. Potential links had been recognised between CSE, 
County Lines drug trafficking and Modern Slavery, so the Steering Group’s remit had 
been expanded to cover all forms of child exploitation. The Director of Children’s 
Services and Skills assured the Scrutiny Board that robust arrangements were in 
place with strong oversight from the Cabinet Member, Senior Officers, Leader and 
Chief Executive. The Local Authority’s arrangements had been commended by the 
CSE peer review that had taken place last year. A CSE action plan was being 
actively implemented but she stressed that even though it was complex and 
challenging, this area was only affecting a small number of young people in the 
Borough.

Members made reference to the community empowerment strand of Engage and how 
this would be taken forward as part of the revised family support arrangements. In 
response, the Acting Head of Children’s Services advised that there was a lot of joint 
working, training and development currently taking place with the stronger 
communities directorate who help them understand the key issues before they take 
over services previously carried out by Engage. He assured the Scrutiny Board that 
key expertise would not be lost but instead harnessed through cross-directorate 
working and developing a broader staff skills set.  In response to a further query 
about the lack of youth service provision in the Borough, it was highlighted that this 
would also consider as part of the transition towards a broader community-based 
services. 

A Member probed further about how reported shortfall in the Troubled Families 
allocation and what would be done to address this. In response the Acting Assistant 
for Children’s Services advised that the Troubled Families initiative was funded on a 
payment by result formula. Whilst the scheme had funded the programme in Solihull 
up to now, there was currently no certainty on continuity of the scheme from 2020 
onwards, this would mean that there would be significant shortfall as these services 
could be stopped immediately as they were likely to have devastating impact. It was 
acknowledged this was an issue facing many local authorities and the LGA had made 
representations at a local and national level so that the profile of challenging 
implications was being heard by the Government. 



 

A Member asked about whether the proposed new restructure would result in 
redundancies. In response, the Acting Assistant Director advised that the majority of 
the current workforce could be re-employed with the proposed new service with staff 
being offered a choice of roles based on their skills and expertise. There were some 
Voluntary Redundancies but these were in single figures. 

The Chairman summarised the discussion and advised that it would be very useful for 
the Scrutiny Board to do a re-visit the CSE Team and see first hand the complexity of 
their work and how it has changed over the past couple of years. He also indicated 
that the nature of rises in cost in children’s services was worrying. The Director of 
Children Services and Skills suggested it might be helpful for Scrutiny to have an 
oversight of how the service was being implemented as part of the Work Programme 
for the new Municipal Year. 

RESOLVED
(i). The Scrutiny Board supported the Local Authorities efforts to obtain 
costs for UASC from the Home Office
(ii). The Scrutiny Board noted that the Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) had 
been expanded to cover up to 25 years and it was agreed that this 
area should be subject to scrutiny in the new Municipal Year 
(iii). The Scrutiny Board note the development of the Family Support 
Service and agreed to review its implementation once it had been  
embedded.

7. BUDGET FRAMEWORK 2019-20 – 21/22

The Children’s Services and Skills Finance Manager presented a report of the 
Director of Resources/Deputy Chief Executive and Director of Children’s Services 
and Skills that outlined the proposed budget framework for the next three years. It 
was outlined that Cabinet in June 2018 had recognised the significant pressures 
facing children’s services and had allocated windfall funding to help deal with the cost 
and demand pressures facing the directorate. As a condition of this funding, an 
independent financial review took place last year. This had informed the budget 
process and the Budget Strategy Group had recommended additional resources in 
the future Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS) for SEND transport, children’s 
placements and Early Help.  In addition, the Government had made available an 
extra £1.487 million to deal with pressures in adult and children’s social services and 
it was anticipated that this money would be split equally between children’s and 
adults services. It was noted that the Troubled Families funding was time limited and 
were awaiting further information from government on the future of the Project and its 
funding. No further savings were proposed for Children’s Services in the proposed 
new MTFS. 

The Chairman noted the rising demand and rising cost of services and probed further 
on what the long term strategy was for dealing with demand and rising costs in the 
long term in order to provide sustainable services going forwards. In response, the 
Director of Children’s Services and Skills acknowledged the pressures and was 
pleased that budget framework did not compel children’s services to make any further 
significant savings and the Council-wide recognition of the pressures through the 
allocation of the windfall had been welcomed. In addition, the Cabinet Member for 
Children’s Services, Education and Skills made reference to the previous use of 
reserves that had been used to deal with previous pressures which had now been 
fully utilised. He said that the Local Authority had to provide services as part of its 
statutory duties and this is why extra resources had been made available. But it was 
recognised that this was not a long-term solution and lobbying via the Local 
Government Association for more funding was actively being pursued. 



 

In response to a comment by the Chairman on the need to maintain staff motivation 
and wellbeing during difficult socio-economic climate, the Cabinet Member for 
Children’s Services, Education and Skills agreed that this was very important as well 
as having good supportive management and team environments which was 
something that the Local Authority was keen to maintain and enhance. 

The Chairman made reference to the fees and charges in Appendix C in particular 
the hire of minibuses and asked Officers to look at whether by not increasing costs 
gradually, there would be large and significant increase in a few years time. 

The Chairman summarised the discussion and praised the work being done to 
balance the budgets in the directorate over extremely difficult times. 

RESOLVED
(i) The Scrutiny Board notes the amount of children going into care is 

increasing, the demand on SEND services and SEND transport is rising 
and these areas represent a long term budget red risk

(ii) The Scrutiny Board welcomes the windfall funding approved by Cabinet 
and outlined in Appendix A

(iii) The Scrutiny Board supports the increase in fees and charges but 
expressed concern that the mini-bus charges have not been increased 
and at some point in the further in the future they will rise by a 
considerable amount causing an issue for the users.

THANKS

The Chairman placed on record the Scrutiny Boards thanks to the Director of 
Children’s Services and Skills for the support she had provided over the years as it 
was her last meeting, The Scrutiny Board wished her well with her future endeavors.  

The meeting finished at 7.58pm


