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Strategic Issues Facing the Probation Service
A briefing from Napo, the Trade Union and Professional Association for Probation and Family Court Staff – April 2016.

Napo represents members in all parts of the probation service at all grades and is recognised as a professional association as well as a trade union. Napo has engaged heavily in consultations about the development and implementation of the NPS E3 programme, as well as working closely to address a plethora of issues and concerns including: pay, taxation and harmonisation of terms and conditions within the NPS. We are also proactively offering professional advice and support on employee and service delivery challenges across the NPS and CRCs as we consider how the new probation environment can stabilise and improve. It is in this spirit that we welcome the opportunity to directly brief the Secretary of State and raise a number of significant pressing concerns.


The following list is not exhaustive but reflects the most pressing strategic issues currently. 

National Probation Service

Resources and Workloads
There is continuing anxiety amongst staff about the resources available to the NPS and the impact this is having on service delivery, staff morale, professional standards and workloads. Workloads are higher than anticipated before the split. In addition, inadequate consideration has been given to the impact on staff wellbeing of cases being predominantly high risk; something previous research has highlighted as unsustainable. Napo believes that establishing a credible NPS wide workload measurement tool must be an employer priority to reduce the risk of burnout and an increase in sickness absence. 

This needs to be supported by a strategic approach to sustainable recruitment and development of the professional status and standing of probation staff

Including:

· Greater investment in performance management and continuous professional development;
· Improved reward; 
· Greater professional oversight as detailed below.

This will also increase morale and assist in workforce planning across the divisions. This in conjunction with a recruitment strategy that recognises current staff experience and development, as well as new recruits into the service who hold a relevant degree, will ensure that the NPS is fully staffed and is sustainable in the long term. This has also been recognised in the recent NAO report. 

It is acknowledged by NOMS that the NPS is under staffed thus placing greater pressure on existing staff, with established role boundaries becoming blurred. There is a perception amplified by E3 and developments in some CRCs, that probation work is being de-professionalised, with Probation Service Officers pressed to do work they are currently neither paid or trained to do.

Napo believes that the NPS should lead the way in setting the standards and expectations of both staff and service users by ensuring that the professional status of Probation Officers is maintained whilst promoting ways of acknowledging and developing appropriate reward and career paths for Probation Service Officers. We ask that NPS and NOMS be directed to assert this principle in reviewing pay, reward, performance management and continual professional development for all parts of the service. The current training provision is not sustainable in the long term, nor is fair in terms of access. Napo would like to work with the MOJ to review this in order to improve accessibility and standards. In the meantime we ask that there is greater clarity in terms of existing roles and the work and tasks each role is asked to perform.


Pre-Sentence Reports
One proposed E3 outcome is that 90% of pre-sentence reports should be either Fast Delivery reports or Verbal Reports (stand down). Napo recognises the need 
for speedy justice and to mitigate delays in sentencing where possible. However, we have concerns this target is likely to undermine safeguarding and lead to inappropriate sentencing and unidentified risk issues. We urge the MOJ to reconsider this arbitrary target and instead allow Probation Court staff, in conjunction with the management team the flexibility to determine which type of report is the most appropriate on a case by case basis. This would allow staff to take into consideration an individual’s circumstances, risks and needs whilst re-enforcing confidence in their professionalism with the sentencing bodies. Napo has further concerns that some Probation Service Officers feel obliged to write reports about complex high risk cases they feel unqualified to complete. This needs to be recognised and addressed in partnership with Napo as the professional association. 

Offender management custody review and Prison Reform
Napo welcomes the Government announcement to reform the prison estate and to reduce the prison population through greater use of alternatives and rehabilitation. Napo would also welcome the opportunity to engage in these reforms. However, despite the Offender Management Custody Review being ongoing we have had no opportunity to engage directly in this. We believe that it is critical that any prison reforms are carried in conjunction with probation reforms to enable a more holistic approach across both sectors. Napo are worried that significant changes impacting upon probation’s work both inside and outside of prisons are planned as part of E3 project. Until the Offender Management in Custody Review feeds into this, these changes may not be efficient or in the best interests of stabilising the NPS provision. This should be recognised and steps taken to address appropriately.

Community Rehabilitation Companies
Napo remains deeply concerned about the significant number of redundancies being carried out by some of the new probation providers. Approximately 1500 jobs have been lost or are at risk across England and Wales. These are, at least in part, due to lower than expected levels of business for the CRCs (as identified in the NAO report published last month) and the implementation of new operating models. We believe some of the new styles of working undermine evidenced 
best practice. The move from one to one, face to face supervision to call centres and open plan interview booths for example, raise questions about effective supervision and rehabilitation, confidentiality, risk management and staff safety. 

We would like the MOJ to review these operating models and introduce an expectation that CRCs pilot new ways of working with offenders before full implementation. 
Through the Gate
Provision of this service varies hugely across England and Wales (as highlighted in the most recent HMIP report) and needs to be urgently reviewed. Evidence from Napo members suggest there is little being provided in the way of resettlement with reports of some prisoners being advised to simply declare themselves homeless on release. Poor communication between CRCs and NPS staff prior to release is also of concern with prisoners being given conflicting advice from CRC staff and the supervising officer in the NPS. There is a contractual obligation for CRCs to provide resettlement services and Napo looks forward to engaging with MOJ officials once the HMIP report is published.

Pay Review
Napo is working closely with NOMS through the NNC to develop a full pay review for staff. The impact of the prolonged pay restraint in slowing expected progression through exceptionally long pay ranges whilst freezing the rate of the job means the pay system is unsustainable, unfair and increasingly uncompetitive. Pay reform presents some interesting challenges for all sides but these cannot be avoided and can only be addressed in partnership. For successful outcomes, negotiators must know the Government are willing to afford them the flexibility and necessary short-term support to produce sustainable long term improvements that staff at all levels can support and which re-enforce rather than hinder wider strategic needs.

License to Practice
Napo supports the introduction of a license to practice across probation. This will help to maintain professional standards across probation services and boost the status of the profession in its own right. Additionally, it would bring probation practice in line with other professions such as social work. 

NAO Report 
Napo would like an opportunity to specifically discuss the findings of the NAO report published in April and to look at ways of probation providers moving forward to improve delivery of services, staff morale and the business risks identified.

Despite NAO reporting lower than expected levels of business for CRCs, recent MOJ figures state that probation caseloads have increased by 11%. 

1
Strategic Issues Facing the Probation Service.    

