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Fresh Children's Centre controversy as councillors walk away from "underhand" policy making
Opposition groups have pulled out of a cross-party task force at a Suffolk Council over controversial plans which threaten children's centres.

A cross-party policy development panel (PDP) was formed in February by Suffolk County Council to review the way the 38 children's centres operate. It has emerged that among the options on the table were plans to cut up to half of the facilities which provide free advice, support groups and play sessions.

Now the Labour and Liberal Democrat, Green and Independent groups at the Council have pulled out of the PDP, claiming they cannot support the "underhand" attempts to push through cuts.  In a joint statement, respective group leaders Sarah Adams and Andrew Stringer said " we have tried to engage with family services PDP but it has become increasingly apparent that there is little in the way of policy development - rather than improving family services, the focus is now solely on closing children's centres. We have tried to input into this process in order to remind panel members of the value of Children's centres but this seems to have fallen on deaf ears. The purpose of DPD should be to develop an evidence-based, outcomes-focused policy that would deliver more affective family services across Suffolk; A secret meeting, away from the eyes of the public, is not the correct place to be making this sort of decision. Attempting to formulate a policy in this way suggests this was a calculated and underhand move to railroad children's centre cuts through".
Conservative council leader Matthew Hicks reaffirmed his commitment to the panel continuing and stressed that no conclusions had been reached yet.
Fears more Children's centres could close
Up to half of Suffolk's children's centres could close as part of a wide-ranging review of public services.

Suffolk County Council is reviewing the future of its 38 remaining centres.

Campaigner Anne Humphrys said the facilities, which offer advice, support and play sessions for pre-schoolers, provided a "lifeline" for parents. The Tory-run council said its review aimed to provide "co-ordinated support for children in need".  Ms Humphrys, co-chair of Suffolk Parent Carer Network, said: "Families tell us that children's centres are often a very real lifeline to them.
Children's Centres, originally called Sure Start Centres, were built by the last Labour government for vulnerable families, but were then opened up to all parents. Suffolk originally had 47, but nine were closed during a round of cuts under the Conservatives in 2015. One of the options being considered is to close up to half of the centres, while another is to keep them all open.

In January, Norfolk County Council rubber-stamped the closure of 38 of its 53 centres as part of a £5m package of cuts.
Council pushes forward with funding commitment to create more places for specialist education in Suffolk
Working together with parents/carers, education providers, partners and children to establish what support they need, Suffolk County Council wants to create more specialist education places in the county to give young people the best possible start in life with the right level of tailored support for their learning.

Suffolk faces a large demand for specialist education places due to population growth, advances in medicine and the increasing complexity of specialist educational needs and disabilities (SEND).

Recommendations have been put forward for a financial investment of up to £45.6 million to support the development of a number of local specialist provisions for children and young people with SEND closer to home. 

Providing more specialist education placements locally will mean that the county’s children and young people with additional needs will not have to spend unnecessary time away from their family and home travelling to a specialist provision outside of Suffolk. They will also have the opportunity to strengthen their roots within their local community, so they are able to build strong local networks as they move into adulthood.

The recommendations for the investment follows the work by a cross-party Policy Development Panel (PDP) which was established to realise the county’s local offer and identify suitable specialist education places as promptly as possible. 

The work of the Panel involved a comprehensive analysis and consultation, visiting a variety of Special Educational Needs and Disabilities settings from in and around the county, considering the views of service users and their families, partners and educations providers on the best way to grow Suffolk’s specialist education offer both in the short term and long term to meet future demand.

A green light to move forward with the work of the PDP was given at the Cabinet’s Committee meeting back in January this year. Further work has now taken place by the Council’s Capital Strategy Group to provide an overview of the required level of investment for individual projects.

The £45.6 million investment will create over 800 new specialist education places in the county. This will include three brand new special schools and 36 specialist units attached to existing mainstream schools. A significant number of these specialist units will be opened by September 2020.

The proposal for new schools includes a provision on the former Riverwalk site in Bury St Edmunds for complex, social, emotional and mental health needs and two schools for those with complex communication and interaction needs, one in Ipswich and one in North Suffolk.

The financial investment will support the interim work that has already taken place in the county to manage immediately the increase in demand for education places for children and young people with additional needs. A new special school in Lowestoft opened in September 2017 and a further special school for children with social and emotional needs has been approved to be opened in Ipswich by 2020. Several of the county’s existing special schools have increased their numbers and work has also taken place to establish a number of specialist small groups for specific local needs.
Suffolk's Domestic Abuse Champions Network needs you
The search is on for volunteers to join a network of champions that will help spread the message of support for those experiencing domestic abuse.

The champions will be provided with FREE training to equip them with the skills to spread awareness and share information of where to go for support within their organisations and networks. The Suffolk Domestic Abuse Champions Network will offer Champions a variety of support, knowledge, multi-agency links as well as access to training and events.

What is the aim of the Champions?

· To offer a consistent response to Domestic Abuse across Suffolk and support which is rooted in the community.

· Champions will be confident in encouraging disclosures of abuse, they will respond in a professional manner giving people the tools to stay safe and get the right support promptly.

· The Suffolk Domestic Abuse Champions Network is looking for people who are passionate about domestic abuse awareness raising and who are motivated to make changes. Champions will be able to recognise the signs and the impact, whilst understanding risk and offering basic safety advice.

Email dachampions@suffolk.gov.uk for more information and to register interest.
Suffolk Record Office achieves National Accreditation
Suffolk Record Office has been awarded Archive Service Accreditation. Accredited Archive Services ensure the long-term collection, preservation and accessibility of our archive heritage. Accreditation is the UK quality standard which recognises good performance in all areas of archive service delivery.
Achieving accredited status demonstrates that Suffolk Record Office has met clearly defined national standards relating to management and resourcing; the care of its unique collections and the service it offers its entire range of users. The Suffolk Record Office has started its transition to create a reshaped service right across the county, with “The Hold: A Suffolk Archive Service for the 21st Century”, project.

The new Heritage and Archives Centre in Ipswich being created as part of this project is set to open its doors in Spring 2020, replacing the existing Ipswich Record Office in Gatacre Road, whilst the Lowestoft and Bury Record Offices will remain open.

The ongoing service transformation brings Suffolk Record Office in line with the latest national guidance and the highest standard of care, for preserving Suffolk’s archives.

The accreditation status awarded is provisional, and progression to full Accredited Archive Service status is subject to areas of planned development for the new, revitalised service meeting the national standards; for example the completion of The Hold building and movement of collections to improved accommodation. A review is scheduled to take place by March 2021.

Alongside a new bespoke heritage facility for the county’s archives, The Hold project will provide greater access to Suffolk’s archives via digital content, as well as a wide range of events and activities across the whole county, bringing people closer to Suffolk’s history than ever before.
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