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Section Holds  AGM at NAPO Conference for First Time

Last year a change to the NAPO constitution allowed the CAFCASS Section to hold its Annual General Meeting during the NAPO Annual Conference.

This well attended meeting was not only significant in that it was the first such meeting to be held at Conference but because the Section also said goodbye to its first Chair, Fiona Roberts.

In the main AGM, NAPO Chair Rob Thomas paid tribute to the hard work Fiona had done to ensure the successful launch of the CAFCASS Section. Before standing down as NAPO Vice Chair for the Section, Fiona gave a brief speech, typically characterising her humour, in which she outlined the particular standing order to be quoted when moving next business.

In the Section AGM a constitutional amendment was passed that allowed the officer of Chair of the section to be occupied by somebody other than the NAPO Vice Chair for the section.  Sian Griffiths, who had previously been elected unopposed as NAPO Vice Chair stepped down as the Section Chair in favour Colin Anderson.
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The AGM considered two motions brought by Colin Barnes, the first on Service Managers workloads and the 

second on proposals for a Case Managements System (details later in the report).  

Lord Filkin, the minister responsible for CAFCASS had been invited to address the AGM before this appointment, when he was still in the process of drafting the Green Paper.

He explained the background to the paper and the pressure that had been placed onto him, and which he maintained he had resisted, to apply a justice rather than a welfare model to the resolution of family disputes concerning children.

Lord Filkin also took the opportunity to dismiss the statements of Theresa May, who at the Conservative Conference earlier in the week had stated she would scrap CAFCASS in the first week of a Tory Government. Lord Filkin, who had described the proposition as ‘insanity’ speculated that she either had no idea what she was talking about and no idea of the consequences of the action, or that she was suggesting that CAFCASS was so damaged an organisation that the best thing to do was to scrap it and start again.  In either interpretation he was scathing of the remarks.

He went on to answer a number of questions from the floor, and successfully evaded a query on whether resources to implement certain aspects of the green paper will be found.  During questions it became apparent that there were a number of issues, particularly with regard to victim protection in finding of fact hearings that had not been considered, and he invited NAPO to submit information.

In a separate meeting of the CAFCASS Section on Saturday, Chief Executive Officer, Anthony Douglas, took the opportunity to expand on the vision he has for CAFCASS, which he has been sharing with staff on his whistle stop tours. In a relaxed and confident presentation Mr Douglas outlined how he would wish to see the service develop and how he would want all who were employed by it to sign up to a re-launch in May 2005.

In a candid statement during questions, Mr Douglas acknowledged that in his enthusiasm to ‘fix’ things he had not considered that union negotiators had long standing interests on certain issues, and that he was aware that he had trodden on toes.  However, he restated a commitment to worker closely with unions in partnership to create what he described as a ‘World Class’ service.

Mr Douglas acknowledged the stresses present procedures and management initiatives were creating for service managers, and that he was seeking to resolve these by limiting the demands made by the centre.

On the Green Paper Mr Douglas acknowledged that some of the initiatives, such as in-Court mediation,   presented as ground breaking and innovative within the paper were in fact reflected established practice in many areas.  When asked to answer the question Lord Filkin had avoided the day before concerning resources, he suggested that the question was about reordering priorities, but also about bidding for the money to do the job.

On Theresa May and Fathers 4 Justice, Mr Douglas sated that it was his task to speak out for the service and to resist populist pressures to change form a welfare model to a justice model simply to appease minority interest groups.

MOTIONS PASSED AT THE SECTION AGM

Service Manager Workloads

Following NAPO’s survey of Service Managers’ workloads (published in July 2003), CAFCASS Partnership Committee brought to the attention of CAFCASS Management the unacceptable pressures on CAFCASS Service Manager Members. Despite the agreement made about CAFCASS workloads, in general (document C55-04) CAFCASS Section is asked to note that, to date, no measurement tool has been developed to limit excessive workloads on CAFCASS staff other than Practitioners.

Without exception, new operational policies that have been introduced (or are to be implemented) in CAFCASS put additional tasks on Service Managers and support staff. There are several instances of Service Managers having long periods of sick leave during 2004 due to stress related illness.

CAFCASS Section should reject the absurd proposals in the paper entitled “Workload Guidelines for Service Managers and Administrative Staff” presented to Partnership Committee September 2004. These are written from the basis of not allocating any additional resources to remedy the problems highlighted in the NAPO survey (see paragraph 5.0).  They also have not had the benefit of any TU input (see paragraph 3.1). The implication that part-timers and self employed contractors take less management time than a fte is the main reason why this paper is impractical and the concession to this argument in paragraph 2.1.3 that some teams’ membership be  adjusted to reduce part-time working is contrary to equal opportunities and “family friendly” policies. 

CAFCASS AGM requests that Campaigning Committee seek to give evidence to the recently announced Select Committee into the workings of the Family Courts concerning Workloads upon its members. This evidence should seek to highlight the deterioration in the working conditions of Service Managers and Administrators in CAFCASS as a result of the failure of CAFCASS to propose any acceptable workload measure since the 2003 Select Committee into CAFCASS.      

Proposed: Colin Barnes West Midlands & Campaigning Committee

Seconded: Mike Turner West Midlands & Partnership Committee

NAPO response to the proposed CAFCASS Case Recording System (CRS)

Despite slippage in the original Project timetable, it is still proposed that the CAFCASS national Case Recording System (CRS) that will record the details of every case, child, application, hearing and outcome on a database will be introduced before the end of 2005. The system is one which will not require the majority of Napo members to use the software directly (when first implemented, “hands on” use of the software will be restricted to managers and administrators,) but it will be the responsibility of CAFCASS practitioners to collect and record on forms (electronic or paper) considerable additional information.

This AGM is asked to note that there is the potential for additional stress upon all members if, as required under the Data Protection Act, the information that will be stored upon the CRS is to be accurate, timely and complete. This task will require practitioners to convey information about their cases to administrators and managers at a greater frequency than at present. This AGM instructs its representatives on the Partnership Committee to negotiate the provision of workload relief for any additional time required for members to complete new recording tasks (e.g. recording time spent on cases, reporting change of addresses of parties during the lifetime of cases and recording extra detail about individuals who are working in partnership with CAFCASS e.g. experts and solicitors). Should any new tasks that are required for the implementation of CRS impact upon time available to non-administrative work on cases, Napo representatives on the Partnership Committee will ensure that existing guidelines in respect of employees’ workloads be adjusted accordingly.

Secondly, although at this stage the software will only be used directly by service manager members, in due course it is planned that the system be extended to all CAFCASS employees. This AGM instructs the Section Executive to obtain the same assurances (in respect of the functioning of assistive technology with the CAFCASS CRS) as those that have been secured by Napo from the NPD in respect of software used by probation officers in their work. This will safeguard members who may face  stress and discrimination as a result of the new working practices that will follow the implementation of CRS.

Proposed: Colin Barnes, West Midlands CAFCASS, Campaigning Comm. & Napo representative on CAFCASS CRS “User Group”

Seconded: Nicki Kenney, West Midlands CAFCASS & H&S Committee

MOTIONS PASSED AT NAPO AGM.

Emergency Motion

The following was put to the Conference as an emergency motion following certain immoderate remarks made by Theresa May at the Conservative Party Conference earlier in the week.

Tory View of CAFCASS

“This Conference expresses its anger and dismay at the totally unacceptable, illinformed speech made by Theresa May at the Tory party conference in which she committed the party to dismantle CAFCASS instantly if they form the next government.

“Conference believes it is totally irresponsible that any elected parliamentary representative should attempt to undermine a public service which has at its heart the legal responsibility for the protection of children's welfare both in private family disputes and public law Children's Act Proceedings.

“This conference therefore instructs our national representatives to make a direct approach to Theresa May and the Conservative party outlining our concerns.

“It further instructs our negotiators on the National Partnership Committee to seek commitment from CAFCASS' Chief Executive, the Children's Minister, and the Children's Commissioner for Wales, to respond to her comments, in a considerably more robust fashion than they have managed so far.”

CONTRIBUTION TO OTHER  MOTIONS AT THE CONFERENCE 

Members of CAFCASS were also responsible for proposing important motions during the conference business both as individual members, but also in their role as national committee members.

Motions included:-

Promoting Children’s Welfare in Courts,

Personal Safety at Work.

Election of National Officers

And amendments were accepted on motions on:-

Office Accommodation,

Raising the Retirement Age.

Finally an important constitutional amendment enabled a newly formed Negotiating Committee to deal exclusively with the business of negotiating with the CAFCASS Board.

OVERVIEW

At the end of the 2003 Conference, the first NAPO conference since the inauguration of the CAFCASS Section, the Sections National Executive Committee rep, Graham Walsh, said “We had made our mark!  We were punching above our weight!”

In 2004 the CAFCASS Section consolidated its position as a significant group within the union.  It remains the case that a large number of the CAFCASS Section had their careers within the probation service, and personal friendships and history will continue to tie them with our brothers and sisters within the National Probation Service.

However, it is apparent that over time the number of members within the Section who do not have these ties will increase.  There were 76 new Section members last year of a total Section membership of 628. There were 36 who left the union, most of whom retired, and most of whom will have been former Family Court Welfare Officers.

Despite these changes what clearly resonates between the two groups of members is shared social work values within the construct of social justice created by NAPO’s values, and because of this we are well able to celebrate our shared struggle.

On issues such as domestic violence, the need to value difference, the fight for social justice within a diverse society, and the need to protect the ethic of public service, we are united.

And despite our size, the CAFCASS Section is not a junior partner within the union.

Andy Stanton

Co-convenor for East Midlands

12th October 2004  

IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT

Before its too late, get your Seasonal Greetings Cards from Nicki Kenny!  Supplies are limited and all proceeds go towards the Edridge Fund.
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