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Procurement of home to school transport services for pupils with Special Educational Needs in London
Executive summary
This report provides recommendations to improve value for money and the quality of the provision for home to school transport for pupils with special educational needs.

The following recommendations are designed both to improve the cost effectiveness and value for money of services, as well as providing better outcomes for pupils.

1. Enhance regional collaboration


· London Councils to facilitate a meeting of existing transport and SEN officers to discuss setting up a sub-regional collaborative to work on a joint procurement strategy for SEN transport. The strategy could be extended to enable boroughs to agree to pilot the recommendations on good practice in the report.
2. Increase the number of independent journeys undertaken by pupils

· Boroughs should analyse the journey made by all pupils transported, using all the necessary information available. This should include the nature and cost of the transport. This analysis should be used in reviews to identify, where possible, travel solutions that provide better outcomes for pupils in supporting independence and enable costs to be reduced.
· Boroughs should work with schools to write school travel plans which will include targets and strategies for enabling more pupils to travel to school independently.
· Boroughs should adopt the approaches to independent travel programming used by Tower Hamlets, and in place in Hackney at Stormont House School, as described on p.12 and p.10.
3. Reduce costs through more effective procurement of contractors

· Boroughs should consider adopting the approach to procurement of contractors outlined in the Bexley Transport Efficiency where all successful providers are required to meet a high minimum standard, as well as making better use of technology through a Demand Responsive Transport Management System (p.14 - 15).

· Boroughs should consider adopting the approach to procurement of contractors outlined in Hillingdon’s E-auction bidding process where providers bid for services through an internet reverse auction (p.15).

· Boroughs should consider in detail the November 2004 DfES Guidance to all English local authorities, paragraph 1.2 held on www.teachernet.gov.uk/sentravel. 

4. Reduce journey times

· All boroughs should include in their published policy for SEN home-to-school transport, maximum recommended journey times, in line with DfES guidelines
.  Once in place, boroughs should measure performance against the times in the policy, setting targets for improvement.
· When placement decisions are considered in respect of pupils with Special Educational Needs, account should be taken of the expected daily journey times, and the cost of transport provision, in consultation with their carer. This report should be considered alongside the ALDCS/London Challenge study recommendations on strategies for commissioning SEN places.
· Boroughs should set standard journey times of between 45 and 75 minutes, looking to all possible ways to reduce them. These include reviewing the routes used, and the possibilities for more independent and flexible travel solutions, as identified in the 2004 Guidance. As a last resort, boroughs should review the number of vehicles used, and increase them, if that is the only way of keeping within the maximum journey times. At the same time, where journey times are too long, boroughs should ensure they are liaising with neighbouring boroughs, to avoid the need for circuitous routes. Transport for London guidance is available at http:/journeyplanner.tfl.gov.uk.
5. Improve the support provided to pupils on journeys

· Training packages should be devised and implemented for all drivers and escorts of pupils which enable them to understand the needs of the pupils they are accompanying. For BESD and ASD pupils, training should also include procedures and strategies for behavioural issues that can arise, as well as relating to specific medical needs.  Headteachers and/or other teachers of pupils with the relevant SEN should be involved in all stages. 
6. Improve the quality of very long journeys for pupils


· Where journeys usually last for more than thirty minutes consideration should be given to providing facilities to enable pupils to be engaged in useful activities whilst en route. 
7. Support Extended School Activities


· Pupils with SEN should not be disadvantaged in participating in extended school activities. To support this, boroughs should consider using good practice reflected in the North Greenwich Cluster used by Charlton secondary school in Greenwich p.11.
Procurement of home to school transport services for pupils with Special Educational Needs in London
Introduction


1. In guidance published in 2004, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) identified wide variations in costs between local authorities for providing home to school transport for pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN), with significantly higher costs in London than elsewhere. London Councils and DfES commissioned a study to provide recommendations to reduce costs and improve the service for pupils in London.
2. This report is based on the perspective of pupils and schools, as well as that of London authorities. A detailed study of four London special schools has been carried out, covering a range of special educational needs across different geographical areas. The schools in the study are centres of provision for a number of boroughs. 
3. The study has found that there is a close relationship between transport costs and the SEN placement decisions made by boroughs. The schools attended by many pupils in London require substantial journey times, mostly in excess of one hour. There is a limited amount that can be done by transport providers to resolve this, given present traffic conditions. This report provides:

· An analysis of the relative transport costs of London boroughs
· A description of the travel support issues faced by the four selected schools
· Options for improving the quality and efficiency of the services provided.
Issues and challenges

4. It is recognised that London faces particular challenges relating to the historical development of provision for SEN. There has been sporadic introduction of the measures identified in the 2004 Department for Education and Skills guidance Home to School Travel for Pupils Requiring Special Arrangements. Where guidance has been followed in all respects, the quality and efficiency of provision has risen substantially.
5. A key factor impacting on journey times is the planning of pupil placements by boroughs. The costs of transport would be reduced if placements were available nearer to pupils’ homes. It is recommended therefore that this study is considered alongside work being undertaken for the Association of London Directors of Children’s Services (ALDCS) and London Challenge to complement the recommendations concerning integrated SEN commissioning in the London region. The Government Office for London might also consider investigating further strategies for commissioning placements. 
6. The journeys undertaken by a significant number of pupils with SEN are too long and frequently over one hour in each direction. Some long journeys are attributable to the routes taken by vehicles and the number of pickups. Few boroughs have a clearly identified policy for the maximum journey times for pupils.
7. Supporting pupils in independent travel to school requires a large investment in time and expertise. Where this has happened, however, there have been significant improvements for pupils as well as the quality and efficiency of Local Authority services.
8. Some boroughs have contracts in place with external providers which do not maintain costs within normal inflationary figures, leading to spiralling year-on-year expenditure.
Costs in London

9. In the DfES survey, average costs per pupil receiving transport in 2003/04 varied from £1,220 in one metropolitan authority to £6,689 in an inner London borough. Costs for metropolitan, county and unitary authorities were similar and significantly lower than costs in the London boroughs surveyed.
10. The cost per pupil receiving transport is skewed by local authority inclusion policies and does not account for whether authorities are providing support to all pupils with SEN or only those with high needs. To provide a more meaningful cost comparison, the DfES used a measure of transport costs divided by the total number of full time equivalent (FTE) pupils in that authority. This assumes the same percentage of pupils with SEN across all local authorities but removes the effect of different inclusion policies.
11. Home-to-school transport costs in many boroughs have risen in the last few years. This situation can only be addressed by changing the way in which travel solutions for individual pupils are arrived at. The increase in the average cost using the methodology identified in the 2004 DfES guidance is shown in table 1.

Table 1: Average cost per FTE pupil in London


	Year
	Average cost of SEN Transport per Full-time equivalent pupil in London

	2001/02
	£65

	2002/03
	£67

	2003/04
	£77

	2004/05
	£83

	2005/06 (estimate)
	£88

	Source: DfES measure using Section 52 returns


12. The cost of home to school transport for pupils with SEN varies widely across London boroughs ranging from £31 to £132 per FTE pupil in 2005/06. Table 2 shows the number of boroughs in each cost range of SEN home to school transport costs per FTE pupil in 2005/06.
Table 2:  Number of boroughs in each cost range for SEN transport per FTE pupil in 2005/06
	SEN transport costs per FTE pupil in 2005/06
	Number of London Boroughs 

	£30 - £40
	1

	£40-£50
	0

	£50-£60
	1

	£60-£70
	4

	£70-£80
	4

	£80-£90
	9

	£90-£100
	6

	£100-£110
	1

	£110-£120
	3

	Over £120
	3

	Total
	32


13. The trend over the last five years is for rapidly rising costs across London with many boroughs experiencing substantial increases in contract prices. The following chart shows SEN transport costs per FTE pupil per borough per year over the last five years.

Chart 1: SEN transport costs by per FTE pupil by borough from 2001/02 to 2005/06 
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Schools study
14. The study was carried out between October 2005 and January 2006. It involved discussions with pupils, parents and headteachers/senior school staff managing transport. Interviews related to journey times, the quality of the journey from home to school and whether parents or pupils had any suggestions for improvement. Information was received from local authorities with pupils at each of the schools. Meetings were also held with officers at Hackney, Tower Hamlets and Westminster. 
15. The project was managed by a steering group comprising:

· DfES (SEN division)

· Director of Children’s Services (Lambeth)

· SEN officers (Hackney Learning trust and Wandsworth)

· Facilitator for the SEN and LAC (Looked after Children) London regional partnership

· London Councils
16. Recommendations should be considered alongside the work led by Association of London Directors of Children’s Services and London Challenge to develop a new model for commissioning SEN placements.
17. The four schools considered in detail were: 
· Turney School, Lambeth
· Blanche Nevile, Haringey
· Charlton Secondary, Greenwich
· Stormont House, Hackney
18. Turney School
· Turney School is situated in West Dulwich and currently has 141 pupils, aged from five to 16. 94 pupils come from Lambeth, 21 from Croydon, 14 from Westminster, seven from Southwark and a small number of pupils come from four other boroughs.
· There is a range of SEN covered by the school, including social, emotional and behavioural difficulties, Autistic Spectrum Disorder and some pupils with Moderate Learning Difficulties, with associated challenging behaviour.

· There are currently 14 pupils attending the school from Westminster, 12 of them in one minibus, which picks up from across Westminster before heading for Turney. This involves a journey of up to one and a half hours each way in the worst cases. For most of the pupils travelling from outside of Lambeth, the longest journey times for these pupils are approximately one hour.
19. Blanche Nevile School

· Blanche Nevile is situated in the north of Haringey borough, on two sites. It is designated for pupils between the ages of 3 and 19 who are deaf or hearing impaired. The school has 66 pupils, 26 of whom live in Haringey. 
· There are 11 pupils from Enfield, 6 from Islington and 6 from Barnet, and the remainder come from Barking and Dagenham, Redbridge, Waltham Forest, Westminster and Tower Hamlets.

· This school takes pupils from many boroughs that experience wide range of journey times, usually up to one and a half hours.
20. Charlton Secondary School
· Charlton is a split-site school for the pupils from 11 to 16. It covers a mixed range of SEN, including severe learning and behaviour difficulties, autistic spectrum disorder and physical difficulties (with associated learning difficulties). The school is on two sites, with the ASD provision being situated in Greenwich, approximately two miles from Charlton. 
· There are 135 pupils, with 100 living in the borough of Greenwich. The remainder mainly live in neighbouring LAs. At the Charlton site, where the principal issues for transport exist, there are 75 pupils, with 66 coming from Greenwich, four from Bexley, three from Lewisham, and one each from Southwark and Bromley. 
· The main school at Charlton was formerly a school for pupils with Physical Difficulties, so that it has extensive facilities including a 10-place boarding wing for pupils with Physical Difficulties. There are currently 25 pupils in the school with wheelchairs. Currently, only five children make their own way to school, or are brought by their parents or carers. 

· The school’s most recent Ofsted report was in 2002. It was a good report, and amongst the few issues for action was the length of time it takes for pupils to travel to school, which was affecting the school in a number of ways.
21. Stormont House
· Stormont House is an 11 -16 school, situated in Hackney. It includes pupils with a range of complex needs including emotional difficulties, severe medical conditions (with associated learning difficulties) and aspects of the autistic spectrum. 
· Pupils attend from several boroughs, chiefly from Hackney, with Islington also providing a number of pupils. Barnet, Camden, Islington, Tower Hamlets, Westminster and Haringey send pupils currently, but other boroughs have sent pupils in the past, including Kensington and Chelsea and Hammersmith and Fulham. 
· Most pupils travel independently. The school has a long and deeply embedded structure for producing independent travel plans, with a designated member of staff, paid for from their own budget. Risk assessments are carried out with regular reviews to determine when individual pupils might be ready to travel to school on their own.
· Only those pupils with the most demanding needs, and who live at the remotest distances from the school come in borough transport. Minibuses come from Hackney and Islington, and taxis from other destinations. At the moment, out of 123 pupils in the school, 61 travel independently. The process of identifying and supporting independent travel arrangements is identified in the Good Practice section of the report.
22. Table 3 shows the flow of pupils using transport arranged by boroughs to the four schools studied. In all four schools, the pupils living furthest away have standard journey times which are in excess of one and a quarter hours.
Table 3: Number of pupils travelling from outside the local authority
	Turney
	Charlton 
	Stormont House
	Blanche Nevile

	Lambeth
	94
	Greenwich
	66
	Hackney
	13 

40*
	Haringey
	26

	Croydon
	21
	Bexley
	4
	Islington
	15
	Enfield
	11

	Westminster
	14
	Lewisham
	3
	Tower Hamlets
	3
	Islington
	6

	Southwark
	7
	Southwark
	1
	Westminster
	4
	Barnet
	6

	Wandsworth
	1
	Bromley
	1
	Haringey
	2
	Barking
	1-4 pupils per authority

	Merton
	1
	
	
	Camden
	5
	Redbridge
	

	Greenwich
	1
	
	
	Barnet
	2
	Waltham Forest
	

	Thurrock
	1
	
	
	
	
	Westminster
	

	Camden
	1
	
	
	
	
	Tower Hamlets
	


Issues and concerns arising from the schools study

23. Boroughs have taken measures to make transport provision to special schools as efficient as possible, in line with the 2004 DfES guidance. There is evidence of good practice, at Charlton and Turney Schools, in the training of drivers and escorts and in the provision of information for parents.  However, there are barriers facing boroughs in further increasing value for money. 
24. Excessive Journey Times
Journeys undertaken by pupils can be up to one and a half hours each way, with occasional traffic conditions making this even longer. Pupils identified this as their major concern, in terms of the boredom of lengthy urban journeys and in very early start times that some of them face. Road traffic conditions lead to extensive journeys even for pupils within their own borough, as exists at Charlton School. 
25. Disruption to the school day
The length of the journeys has an impact on the well being of pupils and their preparedness to start the school day, particularly when buses are late due to traffic conditions. If pupils arrive to school half an hour late, they have to be carefully introduced into activities. This is a particularly difficult problem for some pupils with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or Behavioural, Emotional, and Social Difficulties (BESD), who react more strongly than others to disruption. Three of the schools studied (Stormont House, Turney and particularly Charlton) have organised specific early-morning activities.  They each provide breakfast facilities, this being a particular aspect of Stormont House’s provision. Consultation is being undertaken regarding starting at a later time in the morning session to avoid the worst traffic conditions. The school is permitted to carry out this measure, as long as correct procedures are followed, and Special Schools are guided to take account of journey times when determining the times of the school day.
26. Policies on Maximum Journey Times
Few boroughs publish maximum recommended journey times. Tower Hamlets does and sets its maximum recommended journey time at fifty-five minutes each way. This provides a benchmark against which performance indicators can and are set. Not all boroughs have such a policy available for use, and this fails to provide a framework for consideration of maximum journey times, and leads to the excessive journey times. Good practice exists where boroughs take account of how long pupils with special needs can be expected to spend on transport, and provides sufficient transport to meet the policy requirements. 

27. Number of vehicles

In applying the 2004 DfES Guidance, boroughs should take into account the need to minimise journey times, as well as measures to make savings, such as the use of pick-up-points and minibus and coach travel rather than door-to-door provision in taxis.. Filling a minibus with pupils to send to a school in another borough, or even in the home borough, is only feasible if the time spent on the bus by the first pupil on it is within a reasonable maximum journey time, in accordance with DfES Guidance of between 45 and 75 minutes. Anything beyond this limit could be subject to legal challenge.
28. Co-operation between boroughs

There was only very limited evidence from the study of co-ordination of travel arrangements between neighbouring boroughs, as for example between Barking and Dagenham and Redbridge for two pupils going to Blanche Nevile. There were far more examples of possibilities for co-ordination which would make a difference to the quality and efficiency of provision, and for journey times. Good examples are circuitous routes taken to Turney School from Westminster.
29. Changing Role of Special Schools
A major issue impacting upon transport of pupils relates to the gradually changing role of many special schools. There are more pupils with complex needs in LA special schools, and increased inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools. This will affect the number of pupils in special schools able to travel independently and increase the need for travel support for some pupils in mainstream.
30. Independent travel
With some pupils greater independence is possible but the complexity of journeys across London prevents this. Independent transport is difficult for many pupils at Turney and Charlton Schools owing to the acute nature of the special needs they have. However, Stormont House School has been providing independent travel training and further support for many years. Some of the aspects of preparation for independent life are worthy of consideration by Blanche Nevile, in particular, as well as other schools.

	Independent travel support at Stormont House school 

For at least 15 years, the school has been working with all individual pupils to ensure that they are able to travel to school by independent means wherever possible. The culture of independent travel is embedded in the school and travel to school arrangements is considered preparation for independent life.
Despite the complex needs of the pupils, many pupils travel independently. While 42 pupils are carried by transport arranged by boroughs, 61 currently travel independently. 
A teaching assistant has the role of travel co-ordinator. She supports all individuals by arranging an independent travel programme. The school assesses each pupil to determine when each is ready for entry onto independent travel training programme.  The travel co-ordinator carries out shadow journeys with each pupil looking for landmarks and possible difficulties, until the pupil feels comfortable with the travel arrangement without the need for an escort.
The school sees this approach as bringing huge benefits in increased confidence of pupils.  They feel a real sense of achievement at reaching the stage where independent travel is possible for them. In many cases, the request comes from the individual pupil, sometimes before the school considers that pupil to be ready. 
Once the decision is taken that independent travel is possible, full discussion takes place with parents and carers. This is often the most difficult stage, as many parents and carers naturally feel wary of allowing their children to travel on their own. Detailed route planning work is done with parents and opportunities provided for them to shadow the journey. There is a gradual build up towards full travel independence. Maximum flexibility is built in, for example one pupil with significant medical needs, makes a daily decision about whether to travel independently or in transport. 
The school reassesses each pupil quarterly in between annual reviews of pupils. The names of pupils considered to be suitable for independent travel are put forward by school staff for consideration at these reviews. 
An initial analysis is carried out in year 6 when a pupil arrives at the school. If the borough initially refuses transport, and parents bring them in, then school works with parents to find opportunities for independent travel. The school looks ahead to estimate for future years when assessment for independent travel would be appropriate with personal and family circumstances taken into account. An approximate estimation is that this approach saves £300,000 to £400,000 per year on borough’s transport costs.


31. Training of staff accompanying pupils on journeys
Where long journeys are essential, there should be an adequate complement of trained escorts, appropriate to the needs of the pupils. Training for drivers and escorts ensures that they have a full understanding of the possible behaviour of pupils with BESD and ASD, and the strategies they can use. 
At schools where pupils present more challenging behaviour, escorts can be used to support independent travel training programmes.  In the complex situation in London, where there is extensive movement of pupils across borough boundaries, consistency and minimum standards of provision in training and safe journey procedures are difficult to achieve.  A pan- London approach to training would ensure such consistency. It would also support value for money and enable a much wider range of training to be offered.

Training of staff at Turney School
Lambeth pupils attending the school benefit from the borough’s transport charter, which ensures that pupils’ journeys are as smooth as possible and engages parents and carers in the necessary arrangements. The headteacher participated in borough training sessions for drivers and escorts which cover the nature of ASD and BESD and managing challenging behaviour. The level of parental complaints which was once at a high level, have now reduced to less than five per year.
32. Facilities on minibuses on long journeys
There are few facilities on minibuses to help to relieve the boredom of the long journeys. It also leads to a substantial amount of wasted time, which is not used to enhance the pupils’ educational experience. Discussions with pupils during this study showed this to be the most important issue from their perspective.
33. Support for youth and extended school provision
Pupils travelling long distances to school are disadvantaged compared to their peers if they are thereby unable to partake of extended school activities. Pupils with SEN should not be disadvantaged in being able to participate in extended school activities. This was raised as an issue specifically by Turney School, which is seeking ways of addressing the problem. The diverse routes and long journeys involved make it difficult for individual boroughs to manage this additional requirement. 
	Charlton extended school model

Charlton has an extended school model which is at a formative stage. It groups together a cluster of schools in the North Greenwich area (within the borough of Greenwich) that includes Charlton as the lead school. The model is co-ordinated by the Extended Schools Cluster Manager, and is based at Charlton School.
The cluster offers a wide range of out of school hour activities that include many clubs covering music, swimming, football, history, English, basketball, chess, geography, gym, graphics, tennis, and films. Other activities include a jazz band, independent living, scouts, and social development. In addition primary aged students have been offered additional swimming lessons, starting in September. Finally parents are offered free ICT training with parents of children with SEN, as well as a sex education course designed to deal with their children queries. 
Aside from school staff, anyone associated with the student in regards to their annual review of their statement, including the educational social worker based at Charlton, has a role in helping the pupils getting involved with the extended activities, as well as helping with the transport arrangements.
The transporting of the pupils to the different schools in the cluster, as well as to outdoor activities, through minibuses driven by school staff, is funded through either the relevant school/groups of schools, or a Big Lottery fund grant (which also funds some extended schools activities itself). The home to school journey is funded by each student’s local authority, if transport is mentioned in the pupil’s statement. 




Good practice examples from mainstream schools
Tower Hamlets travel training
Tower Hamlets has introduced an independent travel training programme for pupils with special educational needs aged 11-19, to equip them with the necessary skills to undertake independent journeys to school or college; walking, using the bus, the tube or Docklands Light Railway trains. 
The project is expanding and since November 2002 more than 70 pupils have successfully completed the training. The programme is modular, including topics such as telling the time, managing money, personal safety and who to ask for help in an emergency. One element is designed around the needs of students in transition from primary to secondary school.

Parents and carers are encouraged to participate in the programme and the introduction of independent travel. From the start of the training pupils carry a card with the trainer’s details which enables the student to contact the trainer should they need help. Since April 2005, the Borough directly employs travel trainers. The project is being expanded, with travel training posts being appointed to the borough. As the programme is extended, pupils with SEN will benefit from the greater independence and self esteem.
34. In response to rising cost pressures, Hackney has co-ordinated all the information on pupils transported into a single spreadsheet which includes information on:

· the school

· the time the pupil is collected in the morning and returned to home
· the contractor used

· the daily rate

· number of tenders

· nature of the provision
· distance travelled
35. Newham has developed the use of walking trains for pupils with visual impairment, and provides a good example for other boroughs looking to establish similar schemes. The approach used is overseen by a Rehabilitation Officer, who ensures that health and safety concerns are fully addressed. These personalised approaches have been shown to lead to much lower costs for boroughs.

Procurement of home to school transport services

36. The DfES guidance arising from the 2004 study, recommended that the best value for money results from contracts of approximately five years, broken down into separate units or areas, on a rolling programme. Owing to the substantial cost issues some boroughs are facing, this recommendation is reinforced here.
37. There is a range of practice regarding the use of in-house and contracted transport. In two out of the three most expensive boroughs services have been totally contracted out. This is a particular difficulty if the borough is not able to control year-on-year price increases. In the boroughs where costs are lowest, there is a mixture of in-house and contracted services. In most boroughs, large coaches are provided by the in-house service, whilst some minibuses and all taxis are contracted in. This provides for the best possible management of costs whilst enabling flexibility.


38. The schools considered in this study reflect the varying pattern. 
· Turney School has almost 100% of its pupils travelling in services that have been contracted out by boroughs. 
· The pupils travelling to the Charlton site, however, are almost all (approximately 92%) transported in services provided by borough in-house services. 
· The provision for Blanche Nevile’s pupils reflects the wide area covered and the low incidence needs. Therefore, more pupils arrive in taxis, and minibuses, which are provided by contracted-out services. The split is approximately 39% in-house to 61% contracted out. 
· At Stormont House, where most pupils travel independently, the overall split is 62% in in-house transport and 38% in contracted-out provision.
Procurement in Tower Hamlets
In Tower Hamlets, there is a mixture of in-house and contracted provision. An inflation element is built into contracts, and is set at the transport inflation rate. Detailed regular discussions takes place with the main contractor regarding new routes and this succeeds in keeping costs down. This discussion makes clear that there is a cash limited budget, and that there is a balance between cost increases and the number of vehicles on the road. Detailed route planning then takes place within that clear budgetary context. 
As a result, costs are increasing by just 3% per year.  There has been large scale investment in the fleet, which now consists almost entirely of new vehicles, and when specific needs are identified, the officer concerned researches all options, including purchase of a car for use with wheelchair journeys. Savings have allowed the purchase of a further vehicle and the budget plan shows this to be considerably below what equivalent taxi costs would be. These vehicles are used for transporting pupils with SEN and then by Social Services throughout the day.  The Council has also bought new 53 seat vehicles that are hired out when not in use and provide affordable services, enabling sufficient income to return the investment. 

Tower Hamlets is making significant progress in managing SEN transport costs. It is one of the very few Boroughs where the cost per FTE pupil in the Borough has dropped yet it has also invested in improving vehicles and purchasing new ones.
New approaches to procurement

39. In 2004, the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister published Local Authority Procurement: a Research Report which considered the benefits of joint procurement and commissioning between local authorities. It suggests that authorities need to look increasingly at joint procurement, to share skills and knowledge. It is not possible for all local authorities to be fully proficient in all areas, and joint procurement may increase buying and commissioning strengths. The size and complexity of the contracts and the extent of cross-borough movement makes this comment particularly applicable to the provision of home-to-school transport services for pupils with SEN.
40. The evidence from this study is that there is a small amount of joint planning between boroughs.  In most cases, however, boroughs are looking to carry their own pupils, and seek routes which will minimise the number of vehicles they need to have in operation. For example, at Turney School, the City of Westminster organises a minibus to take pupils from across the borough, and this kind of arrangement is common to all four schools in the study. As a result, transport takes a route which circles the borough, rather than the most direct one, adding to journey times. This was a concern raised by pupils at the school and was said to be a factor adding to their boredom at the journey.  
41. Boroughs are generally small as local authorities, and each has to manage its own teams of people for each stage of the process. There is considerable repetition involved in this. Personnel are often hard pressed, and may lack sufficient time to pursue all elements of the 2004 DfES Guidance.  It is therefore recommended that a collaborative approach to determining travel solutions, route planning and procurement is adopted, which would enable more cost effective provision across London. There are many elements of good practice in London and a couple are described below.
	Bexley transport efficiency project
Bexley’s existing home to school transport contracts expired in July 2005 and provided an opportunity to develop a new approach to procurement that would improve the authority’s control over arrangements, service delivery and provide value for money. 
It was agreed that:

· a cost per mile payment system would increase the transparency of the contracting process. There was a focus on the quality of the service and

· successful providers would be required to provide a higher standard of service. Also the efficiency of the service was to be improved by making better use of technology through 
· a Demand Responsive Transport Management System (DRTMS) with GIS mapping would be implemented to provide information on the distance and cost per mile for each route

A private consultancy was appointed to assist the Council with the project management of the transport supplier and DRTMS procurement. The new arrangements were implemented in September 2005.

Supplier Procurement
A questionnaire was issued to over 100 potential suppliers.  The best submissions were invited to submit a full proposal and following interviews, 15 were found to meet the service requirements, as stated in Bexley’s quality framework. Assessment included checking the approach to SEN work, ensuring CRB checks were completed, equalities and health and safety requirements would be met and that the companies were financially sound. From the information collected, a quality supplier list was established.

Routes were then allocated on a cost per mile basis, taking account of any specialist vehicle requirements and minimum costs, and fuel prices were fixed to the retail price index. This led to a number of core suppliers, providing the bulk of the journeys and spot purchasing on a few particular specialist routes. It is estimated that around 60% of the savings were achieved as a result of the procurement process. The savings were £278,000 for 2005/06 and are predicted to be £495,000 in 2006/07.

Demand Responsive Transport Management System
The DRTMS system comprises a database of passenger requirements, school and college location, bell time information and details of available vehicles. Using DRTMS the Council has been able to schedule the routes and now has central control over the SEN transport planning arrangements through accurate financial forecasting and in the allocation of the most effective transport option for individuals. The use of DRTMS has produced both cost and quality benefits in the provision of transport.

DRTMS has made it possible to reduce the number of routes operated by 27% and to provide the suppliers with schedules and a wider range of information on each child’s needs. It is estimated that the efficiency contribution to the SEN savings was around 40%. 

Transport providers have received substantial efficiency benefits from the project including simplified invoice arrangements and accurate and stable passenger manifests both of which have reduced the administrative burden.

Bexley has shared its approach with other London boroughs and is seeking regional procurement arrangements with neighbouring boroughs including Greenwich, Lewisham, Southwark, and Bromley, who in particular have children going to schools outside London and for which there could be additional economies of scale.




	Hillingdon’s E-auction bidding for SEN Transport
As taxi rates increased and face to face negotiation failed, Hillingdon decided to pilot an internet reverse auction on one route. It ran a Government approved specification which meant it was suitable for an auction, with many suppliers, attractive value and simple specifications.

The borough’s procurement team identified an auction software service provider called Achilles from a tender. The team worked with Achilles to set the auction up and train the six suppliers selected on how to bid electronically. 

The procurement team reduced the bid element to a single field called 'total mileage cost' which was to include all cost elements, wages, fuel, taxi maintenance and any other relevant costs. The mileage for the routes was calculated and built into the auction tool so the suppliers only had to enter a mileage cost figure and the auction tool multiplied it by the total miles for the route to give the final price. The bidders could see their current price and their current ranking in the bid, but not the names of the other suppliers. The team used the current route price as the starting price of the auction. They ran the auction for 1 hour with an automatic 3 minute extension.

The results of the pilot on one route reduced the current prices by 38%. The pilot was then extended to six further routes and achieved a 33% saving across the six routes. The costs of running the auction were insignificant when measured against the return.

Hillingdon now plans to carry out this process over all its remaining 150+ routes. 




Recommendations

	Enhance regional collaboration
	1
	London Councils to facilitate a meeting of existing transport and SEN officers to discuss setting up a sub-regional collaborative to work on a joint procurement strategy for SEN transport. The strategy could be extended to enable boroughs to agree to pilot the recommendations on good practice in the report.

	Increase independent travel
	2
	Boroughs should analyse the journey made by all pupils transported, using all information available. This should include the nature and cost of the transport. This analysis should be used in reviews to identify, where possible, travel solutions that provide better outcomes for pupils and can reduce costs.

	
	3
	Boroughs should work with schools to write school travel plans which will include targets and strategies for enabling more pupils to travel to school independently

	
	4
	Boroughs should adopt the approaches to independent travel programming used by Tower Hamlets, and in place in Hackney at Stormont House School, as described on p.12 and p.10. 

	Reduce costs through more effective procurement of contractors


	5
	Boroughs should consider adopting the approach to procurement of contractors outlined in the Bexley Transport Efficiency where all successful providers are required to meet a higher minimum standard, as well as making better use of technology through a Demand Responsive Transport Management System (p.14-15). 

	
	6
	Boroughs should consider adopting the approach to procurement of contractors outlined in Hillingdon’s E-auction bidding process where providers bid for services through an internet reverse auction (p.15.).

	
	7
	Boroughs should consider in detail the November 2004 DfES Guidance to all English local authorities, paragraph 1.2 held on www.teachernet.gov.uk/sentravel.

	Reduce journey times


	8
	All boroughs should include in their published policy for SEN home-to-school transport, maximum recommended journey times, in line with DfES guidelines
.  Once in place, boroughs should measure performance against the times in the policy, setting targets for improvement.

	
	9
	When placement decisions are considered in respect of pupils with Special Educational Needs, account should be taken of the expected daily journey times, and the cost of transport provision, in consultation with their carer. This report should be considered alongside the ALDCS/London Challenge study recommendations on strategies for commissioning SEN places.

	
	10
	Boroughs should set standard journey times of between 45 and 75 minutes, looking to all possible ways to reduce them. These include reviewing the routes used, and the possibilities for more independent and flexible travel solutions, as identified in the 2004 Guidance. As a last resort, boroughs should review the number of vehicles used, and increase them, if that is the only way of keeping within the maximum journey times. At the same time, where journey times are too long, boroughs should ensure they are liaising with neighbouring boroughs, to avoid the need for circuitous routes. Transport for London guidance is available at http:/journeyplanner.tfl.gov.uk.

	Improve the quality of journeys
	11
	Training packages should be devised and implemented for all drivers and escorts of pupils which enable them to understand the needs of the pupils they are accompanying. For BESD and ASD pupils, training should also include procedures and strategies for behavioural issues that can arise, as well as relating to specific medical needs.  Head teachers and/or other teachers of pupils with the relevant SEN should be involved in all stages. A consortium of boroughs would be able to provide a wider range of possibilities and value for money for such training.

	
	12
	Where journeys usually last for more than thirty minutes consideration should be given to providing facilities to enable pupils to be engaged in useful activities whilst en route.

	
	13
	Pupils with SEN should not be disadvantaged in participating in extended school activities. To support this, boroughs should consider using good practice reflected in the scheme used by Charlton secondary school in Greenwich (p.11).


Appendix

Extract from November 2004 DfES Guidance relating to procurement.
1.2 Best Value and Procurement

The approach that a LA takes towards the procurement of services can have significant impact on overall costs.  Improvement in service standards and more pupils with severe and complex needs may have contributed to increased costs above the rate of inflation.  There are considerable differences between local authorities and these appear to be more closely related to approaches to best value and procurement than to service standards.

Contracts associated with high relative cost tend to be:

· of short duration (less than three years)

· all let at the same time

· not linked to the services provided by others (Social Services, Health and local passenger transport services).

	We recommend that local authorities:

· divide services into discrete areas of activity; these may be routes to a particular school, to a group of schools, or within an area of the authority

· review each activity area and, where appropriate, competitively tender, preferably on a rolling programme

· let new contracts for periods of approximately five years to enable a relatively stable planning period for contractors / in house fleets to plan for the purchase or lease of vehicles

· ensure that new contracts are flexible; resource-based arrangements, where prices are agreed for vehicles, drivers and escorts based on time and mileage, enable routes to be varied to minimise costs whilst, at the same time, offering some protection to the operator

· review provision at least annually to ensure the most cost-effective use of vehicles, staff and resources; there can be an annual turnover in some client groups of 25-30%

· ensure that plain English is used in documentation to encourage bids, especially from small operators including the voluntary sector

· review the commissioning and provision of services periodically but not so frequently that this activity impedes the development of high quality services




In-house fleets
Some LAs maintain in-house services.  Whilst there is some evidence that these can be relatively expensive if most special transport is provided in this way, some LAs maintain small fleets in order to influence market costs.  Others have found it difficult to procure suitable services externally.  

	Where in-house fleets are maintained we recommend that:

· service providers only and do not commission routes or other services

· subject to periodic competitive tender as outlined above (on a route / area basis)

· used to provide transport services across the authority including for social services

· encouraged to maximise income by providing services for schools and other agencies, such as Health and Social Services, at market rates


Routes should be regularly benchmarked against private sector costs to ensure that they remain competitive.
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