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Children's Centres Consultation launched
On 10 January, Suffolk County Council launched a consultation looking at the future of Children’s Centres in the county.  Currently there are 38 Children’s Centres in Suffolk, and the council is proposing to convert 16 of them into full-time Family Hubs and 11 into part-time Family Hubs. A Family Hub will provide a wider range of services for families with children aged 0-19. A further nine centres will be repurposed for nursery or SEND provision, and the remaining two centres will be closed permanently.
The proposals also include greater investment in outreach, with any savings from the closures or reduction in hours of centres being reinvested back into the outreach service. More details about the proposals and a link to the consultation are available at: www.suffolk.gov.uk/ccconsultation 
Report into the Implementation of School Travel Policy Published
The report into the implementation of Suffolk County Council’s School Travel Policy has been published. The report concludes the investigative phase of the review, which has been led by Chief Fire Officer Mark Hardingham.
The review analysed a wide range of evidence from stakeholders including staff, councillors, parents and schools about the implementation of the school travel policy. Written and verbal feedback was collected by the review team and the feedback was collated around what went well, what went wrong and what could be improved. This enabled the review team to determine the lessons to be learned and improvements that need to be made.

The report has been published ahead of the scrutiny committee meeting on 12 February where councillors will have the opportunity to scrutinise the report and its findings, ask questions and provide feedback and make recommendations

The report identified 19 key improvement findings that are informing this year’s application process. These can all be read in the full report and many of these improvements are already underway. Three key themes are evident throughout the findings in the report: technology, processes and people.

The report found there were significant issues with the IT and systems used to process applications. Staff therefore were unable to process applications effectively, which resulted in some parents experiencing a prolonged application process. Improvements to enable automatic processing and more effective data extraction and analysis are already taking place and will be ready for this year’s opt-in process. This will mean applications can be handled more efficiently and in turn this will improve the parents’ journey through the process.

The appeals process is also being simplified and improved. The report identified various issues, including the complexity and time-consuming nature of the appeals process which will be addressed by SCC’s legal team to ensure it is more efficient and effective for everyone involved. The report also found that the process of applying for spare seats caused frustration and became entwined with the school travel policy. In future, to prevent misunderstanding and to process applications more efficiently, families intending to apply for a spare seat will be asked to apply through a separate process.

For many parents the messages about the process of applying for travel were understood and action was taken however there were significant numbers of parents who found the information hard to understand. Work is continuing to ensure that messages and processes are simplified. There is also on-going work to ensure that communications between the council and schools are well managed, effective and reviewed regularly.

It is evident from the report that there was also huge demand on staff who worked tirelessly to process 11,674 applications. This is a significant increase from ~2,000 in previous years. Despite this huge demand, 90.9% of bus passes were issued by the start of term. To ensure there is adequate resource this year a full-time temporary member of staff in the entitlement team has been recruited to assist through the busy period. A full-time member of staff and an apprentice are also being recruited to help with the appeals work.  To also ensure stronger leadership , the Travel Choices Board, led by Executive Director for Growth, Highways and Infrastructure Mark Ash, will have complete oversight of the continued implementation and improvements.

Introduction of permit scheme for roadworks
Cabinet has approved the introduction of a permit scheme, which will require utility companies to apply for a permit from Suffolk Highways before digging up roads in Suffolk.
Currently, utility companies only have to inform Suffolk County Council of their intention to conduct work on the highways. The introduction of a permit scheme will ensure that motorists have more notice of planned roadworks and will provide the council with more powers: the council can approve or refuse a request for a permit, and can also place conditions over the work carried out.
Any costs incurred by the council for running the scheme will be recovered through fee income from permit applications, so the scheme will be cost neutral.
Phase 3 of Superfast Broadband Programme
Cabinet has approved the roll-out of the third phase of Suffolk’s superfast broadband programme with BT Openreach. 
Currently, 96% of properties in Suffolk have access to superfast broadband. Phase 3 will aim to reach a further 2% of properties, who are amongst the hardest to reach. In order to fund this, the council will reinvest the £10m of ‘gainshare funding’ that it has received from the first two contracts with BT Openreach.

Ipswich Northern Route project recommended to cease
The Leader of Suffolk County Council has announced that he will be recommending to his Cabinet that the Ipswich Northern Route should not proceed to the next phase of development.
This follows an Interim Study, a Strategic Outline Business Case and a public consultation into the proposed bypass to the north of Ipswich. The public consultation found that 70% of respondents were against the bypass, and there has been a prominent anti-bypass campaign organised by local residents. Following the publication of the Strategic Outline Business Case on 28 January, Babergh District Council, Mid Suffolk District Council and East Suffolk District Council all withdrew their support.
Suffolk Council to issue School Crossing Patrol staff with body cameras in order to curb abuse from motorists and other road users.

Suffolk County Council is issuing body cameras to some of its crossing patrol officers after ‘drive-through’ incidents and verbal abuse at school crossings. In Suffolk we have 61 school crossing patrol officers. Increasingly, more officers have reported incidents and have said they feel abuse is becoming a regular occurrence with little respect for what they do.  
In the past 6 months, 19 'drive-through' incidents have been recorded in Suffolk where drivers have ignored the crossing patrol officer and did not stop when the officer stood in the road to allow children to cross safely.

The cameras have been purchased by Suffolk’s Roadsafe partners Suffolk County Council, the Police and Crime Commissioner and Suffolk Constabulary with money from the Driver Diversionary Fund, which comes from motorists who have taken part in speed awareness courses. The aim of the group is to make the roads of Suffolk safer for all its users.
The 10 body cameras will be rotated around the county focusing in particular at sites where officers have reported an incident. This includes sites in Lowestoft, Ipswich and Bury St Edmunds.  

The body cameras follow the work of the ‘Stop Means Stop’ campaign from the Eastern Region School Crossing Patrol Group which aims to remind drivers of the potential seriousness of their actions. Drivers are legally obliged to obey the school crossing patrol sign under the Road Traffic Act 1988. Failure to stop can lead to a prosecution and a fine of up to £1,000 and three penalty points.
New website launched to promote apprenticeships in Suffolk

Suffolk County Council is celebrating Apprenticeship Week with the launch of a new website to support apprenticeship growth in the county.

The Apprenticeships Suffolk website now offers a one stop shop of information and advice for employers, apprentices, parents/carers, schools and careers advisors. Apprenticeships Suffolk aims to promote the growth of apprenticeships by providing links to impartial advice, information and guidance. The website will also provide regular news updates and details of the latest apprenticeship opportunities.

The new online hub has been made possible thanks to a successful bid for £500,000 from the European Social Fund. Along with match funding from Suffolk County Council, it will also support building a new team to help small and medium-sized businesses to navigate how apprenticeships work.

The new service will also work with local partners including New Anglia LEP, Norfolk County Council, and other local authorities, as well as providers of apprenticeships.

The thirteenth National Apprenticeship Week runs from 3 to 7 February 2020 and is a week-long celebration of apprenticeships across England to recognise and applaud apprenticeship success stories across the country.

For more information and the latest apprenticeship opportunities in Suffolk visit apprenticeshipssuffolk.org.
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