Response to the consultation on Legislating for Sure Start Children’s Centres
1. Introduction 
Why the consultation took place

Sure Start Children’s Centres (SSCCs) are transforming the way services are provided for young children and their families in every locality, and we now have positive evidence of the impact they are making on the individuals and communities they serve. We are on track to have 3,500 centres, one for every community in England, in place by 2010. 
Despite the fact that most communities now have a centre, SSCCs have no established legal existence – they are currently just one way in which local authorities and their partners can choose to provide integrated early childhood services to meet their duties under the Childcare Act 2006. We want to ensure that SSCCs become an established part of the universal services available for young children and their families, and that local authorities and their partners have clear duties to establish and maintain sufficient SSCCs to meet local needs.
As we take steps in the forthcoming Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Bill to strengthen the arrangements for partnership working through Children’s Trusts, we believe the time is right also to provide SSCCs with a statutory footing. The proposed new duties reflect current good practice as reflected in existing guidance issued from the Department, rather than creating any new requirements on local authorities or other service providers.
This public consultation allowed interested parties, including local authorities, local partners and providers, children’s centre staff and managers, parents/carers and anyone else with an interest, to feed in their views on the main aspects of the proposals.
How it was carried out

A public consultation was launched on 11 September 2008 and closed on 6 November 2008. Replies were invited by mail, e-mail or by interactive web-site. 
2. Key findings and next steps for the policy.
a. The responses show overwhelming positive support for all of the proposals set out in the consultation document with 97% agreeing with the proposal to give SSCC a firm legislative basis.  Many said that it would give a greater sense of security and a degree of permanence to SSCCs, which in turn would lead to improvements in long-term planning, efficiency and effectiveness. Others commented on the benefits of SSCCs and the positive impact they had on children and families and how legislating seemed a sensible approach to safeguard what they viewed as an essential service.

We therefore plan to establish SSCCs on a statutory legal basis as part of the forthcoming Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Bill.
b. A summary of the responses given to each question is given in section 3 below. Where issues have been raised they fall broadly within the following thematic headings: 

i. Funding  
Issues focused on the ring-fencing of SSCC budgets; and the availability of funding beyond 2011 to allow local authorities to sustain quality SSCC provision in the longer-term.     
Response - We have committed to fund Sure Start Children’s Centres as part of our long term strategy to improve the integrated delivery of early childhood services that are family-focused and meet the needs of children and families. By 2011, we will be investing over £1bn a year directly to support services in children’s centres, in addition to the mainstream resources provided via the NHS for child and maternity health services and through Jobcentre Plus for employment and training advice for parents. 
As part of the 2009 Spending Review, we will consider funding for SSCCs beyond 2011 and also the arrangements for ring-fencing grants, such as the Sure Start, Early Years and Childcare Grant.   

ii. Partnership working  
Respondents asked for stronger links between SSCCs and Children’s Trusts; and a greater emphasis on joined up strategies and shared decisions by partners, including parents.
Response - We are taking steps in the forthcoming Children, Skills and Learning Bill to strengthen the arrangements for partnership working through Children’s Trusts, including making it a statutory requirement to have a Children’s Trust Board. It would allow us to require local authorities or Children’s Trust Boards to consult SSCC Advisory Boards when drawing up the Children and Young People’s Plan, thus improving statutory mechanisms whereby those providing services on the ground, parents and local communities contribute to local service planning and provision.   
iii. Loss of flexibility to deliver services which meet local need  
Several respondents raised concerns that legislating for SSCCs would mean a potential loss in flexibility by LAs to tailor SSCC services to meet local needs and to fit within existing provision.    

Response - We are committed to delivering 3,500 SSCCs by 2010 and believe that each centre should be tailored to meet local need and level of deprivation and fit around existing provision. SSCCs will need to incorporate/involve health services, Jobcentre Plus, private, voluntary and independent sector providers, parents and others in the local community to be able to do this. While local authorities need to have in place clear and robust systems of decision making at every level we recognise that models of governance will vary to reflect the flexibility of provision. Our proposals to legislate will not change that position.            

iv. Workforce issues 
Comments focused mainly on the terms and conditions of staff working in SSCCs and the qualifications they should hold, however, opinions varied widely on what these should be.                 
Response - The Sure Start Children’s Centre Practice Guidance, issued in November 2006, clarifies that childcare workers in centres should be qualified to NVQ level 3 while other staff should hold at least NVQ level 2. Centre leaders are expected to participate in the National Professional Qualification for Integrated Centre Leaders, which is recognised as equivalent to one third of a Masters level degree and has been designed especially to meet the needs of leaders in this challenging role. 

v. Inspection
Respondents raised concerns over the potential additional burdens that a duty to inspect SSCCs might bring. They asked for inspections to be combined wherever possible and assessors to be suitably trained and qualified to carry out this type of inspection.     
Response - We will work with Ofsted to define an efficient and effective model of inspection for SSCCs.  
vi. Consultation about future changes through secondary legislation

Concerns that changes impacting on SSCCs may be introduced without proper engagement or consultation with stakeholders.

Response - We believe that ongoing dialogue with stakeholders is an important part of policymaking and we will continue to engage with and to consult stakeholders when considering any changes to policies impacting on SSCCs.  
3. Summary of the responses to each question: 

We received 348 responses of which: 188 (54%) were from Sure Start Children’s Centres; 59 (17%) from Local Authorities; 24 (7%)  from Voluntary and Community organisations; 19 (5%) from Parents/carers; 14 from schools; 9 from Primary Care Trusts; 8 from interested individuals; 4 from Children’s Trusts; 3 from Childcare providers; 3 from Trade Unions; 3 from Governors/ Clerk to Governing Bodies; 3 from Job Centre Plus; 1 from an NDPB/Inspectorate; and 10 “other” which included  a range of Associations, Groups and Societies which did not fall within the categories listed above.    

Questions 1-7 asked direct agree/disagree/not sure questions and the responses are given in the table below:    
	Consultation question
	Agree
	Disagree
	Not sure
	Total responses

	Q1. Do you support putting SSCCs on a firm legislative basis?
	97%
	1%
	2%
	346

	Q2. Do you agree that local authorities should have this duty?
	91%
	4%
	5%
	342

	Q3. Do you agree that these are the defining characteristics of a SSCC?
	88%
	3%
	9%
	335

	Q4a. Do you agree that these duties would reinforce partnership working between key local services?   
	90%
	3%
	7%
	340

	Q4b. Are these the right partners to include?
	83%
	3%
	14%
	334

	Q5a. Do you agree that these elements of current good practice should be included as requirements in the legislation?
	92%
	3%
	5%
	343

	Q5b. Should there be any others?
	38%
	11%
	51%
	292

	Q6. Do you agree that there should be a duty to inspect SSCCs at the request of the Secretary of State?
	86%
	3%
	11%
	338

	Q7a. Do you agree that we should take a power to make such changes through secondary legislation?
	75%
	7%
	18%
	335

	Q7b. Do you agree with the list of potential requirements?  
	72%
	7%
	21%
	330

	Q7c. Can you think of others at this stage?
	21%
	58%
	21%
	286


Question 8 & 9 invited general comments: 
	Q8. If you are a SSCC provider, how would these proposals affect your organisation?
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	167

	Q9. Do you have any other comments you would like to make?
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	83


A question by question summarised narrative of the majority-held views is provided below. 
Legislating for SSCCs (Paras 9-13 of the public consultation document) 
Q1. Do you support putting SSCCs on a firm legislative basis? 

There was an overwhelming positive response to this question with 337 (97%) respondents agreeing with the proposal to legislate. 58 of these said that it would give a greater sense of security and a degree of permanence to Sure Start Children’s Centres, which in turn would lead to improvements in long-term planning, efficiency and effectiveness. Several commented on what they saw as the benefits of SSCCs and the positive impact they had on children and families and how legislating seemed a sensible approach to safeguard what they viewed as an essential service.

38 of the respondents commented on funding, with many of these believing that the proposal to legislate would help to secure long-term funding. Others commented on the need for ring fenced funding for SSCCs or raised concerns over the sustainability of quality SSCC provision beyond 2011 without a continuing future funding commitment for local authorities. 
21 commented on partnership working and the need for SSCCs to have close working arrangements with Children’s Trusts. Some of these stated that the proposal to give SSCCs a statutory standing would strengthen the arrangements for universal service provision and align the partnership working arrangements with those in other children’s services. Others asked that there should be sufficient flexibility to allow a range of delivery models and commissioning arrangements.         

Duty to provide SSCCs (Paras 14-15)

Q2.  Do you agree that local authorities should have this duty?
There was very strong support for this proposal with 312 (91%) respondents agreeing.  Local Authorities were seen as being best placed to have this duty because of their strategic role in delivering services within their geographical areas and their current role in delivering other requirements of the Childcare Act 2006 through Children’s Trusts.  

As in Question 1, there were 30 comments relating to funding issues. These again focused on the need for long-term sustainability and ring fencing of funding and additionally, the need for local authorities to ensure adequate levels of funding for provision in rural areas.
Defining SSCCs in Legislation (Paras 16-17)

Q3. Do you agree that these are the defining characteristics of a SSCC?
The majority of respondents – 295 (88%) agreed with the definition of an SSCC. Opinion was almost equally divided (24/20) into those seeking a tighter definition and those who thought that a “one size fits all” approach should not be encouraged as it could potentially restrict local discretion in determining priorities and approaches to local need. 
Involvement of statutory partners in delivering outcomes through SSCCs

(Paras 19-22) 


Q4a. Do you agree that these duties would reinforce partnership working between key local services? 
305 (90%) respondents agreed that these duties would reinforce partnership working between key local services. 39 commented on the importance of the involvement of key partners to the success of SSCCs and the delivery of integrated services and felt that partnerships should also include the private sector and the local community. There was a view that the proposals might strengthen Local Strategic Partnerships and a call for strong links between the LA and the Children’s Trust to ensure that the Children’s Plan was delivered effectively.  A request was made for joined up strategic direction and targets to enable effective partnership at local level. 21 commented on the need for more effective and clearly defined partnership arrangements with Primary Care Trusts, Health Service, and Job Centre Plus.     

Q4b Are these the right partners to include? (Paras 19-22)

277 (83%) respondents agreed with the listed partners. An additional 28 suggested that Third Sector/Trust organisations; Private, Voluntary and Independent Sector providers; the Voluntary and Community Sector; and Schools should be specified as partners as they were service providers within the community. Others suggested the inclusion of community safety representatives, social services and housing.  21 respondents commented here on the need for Midwifery services in SSCCs;

Embedding current practice (para 23)
Q5a.  Do you agree these elements of current good practice should be included as requirements in the legislation?
This proposal was strongly supported, with 317 (92%) agreeing. 42 commented on the importance of involving parents and on their proposed role on Advisory Boards. It was felt that a flexible approach to involving parents would be most appropriate and that clarity on the principles of engaging parents was essential. As in Question 1, 23 respondents felt that flexibility was needed to deliver in accordance with local need and that a “one size fits all” model would not support local variation.  
Q5b.  Should there be any others?

Most respondents 148 (51%), were unsure about including others. A further 38% suggested a varied range of alternatives, including: workforce development; staff qualifications; monitoring of quality and take-up; financial accountability; the involvement and participation of children in developing services; and the reinforcement of a local authority’s strategic functions.         
Inspection (Para 24)
Q6. Do you agree that there should be a duty to inspect SSCCs at the request of the Secretary of State?

A large majority of respondents supported this proposal – 290 (86%), seeing this as an appropriate mechanism to support the delivery and continuous improvement of services and an important strand of quality assurance. 28 commented on the need for inspectors to be appropriately trained to undertake inspection of SSCC services.  25 suggested that inspections be integrated and linked to school inspection, where appropriate, to rationalise the number of assessments.       

Future Regulations (Para 25)

Q7a.  Do you agree that we should take a power to make such changes through secondary legislation?

252 (75%) agreed with this proposal. 26 respondents commented on the need to ensure that any proposed changes allowed for local circumstances and provided the opportunity for additional consultation on the potential requirements. 
Q7b.  Do you agree with the list of potential requirements?      
238 (72%) agreed. 15 respondents stated that SSCC leaders should have specific qualifications and be professionally qualified.  A further 26 commented on the need to ensure that qualifications for staff in SSCCs were not too specific, thereby ensuring a skills mix and taking into account that skilled workers do not necessarily have formal qualifications. It was felt that one of the strengths of the SSCCs was the integration of services and the sharing of expertise of staff from a range of professional backgrounds.  

21 raised funding issues which have been summarised already under Q1 above. These included a request for adequate levels of funding to be available to allow effective workforce development and training. As in Q7a, 15 respondents stressed the need for flexibility to allow for the most appropriate approaches to local requirements.   
Q7c.  Can you think of any others at this stage?
The majority of respondents answered no to this question, 91 (58%). 27 suggested requirements relating to staff qualifications; funding and monitoring of provision.  
Q8. If you are a SSCC provider, how would these proposals affect your organisation?
There were 167 responses to this question.  78 felt that the proposals would offer a sense of security, sustainability and permanency for SSCCs. They were hopeful that the changes would enable better strategic and long-term planning at all levels and demonstrate an ongoing statutory commitment to proactive and preventative support for children and families. 28 said that the proposals afforded a degree of stability for staff and could lead to better workforce standards and career development.   
48 said that the proposals offered a mechanism to support stronger links with stakeholders and partners; and would potentially help embed SSCCs in the local network of universal services and provide benefits for integrated working and cohesive practice.     
38 raised issued on funding which have been covered in earlier sections of this report.  Others (9) raised concerns about the role of small or private organisations in the decision making processes.       
Q9. Do you have any other comments you would like to make?
There were 83 responses to this question. 41 welcomed the proposals and/or   gave positive comments about SSCCs and the difference they believed the services made to young children and their families. 15 commented, as before, on the need for flexibility to respond to local demand, including in rural settings, and to allow service users to influence decisions. 
30 comments related to funding issues, which have been summarised under earlier questions. 10 raised issues relating to workforce issues - job descriptions, contracts and pay and conditions. These highlighted the fact that SSCCs had evolved differently over time and therefore differing employment models/qualifications and terms and conditions are in place.  5 commented on the differences in approach, practices and quality of delivery across LAs.  

