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Napo is the largest recognised trade union and professional association for staff at all levels and in all grades of the probation service. Having originally opposed the Transforming Rehabilitation (TR) programme, we are now engaged across all of the Community Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs) and the National Probation Service (NPS), seeking to work positively to find solutions to the many challenges facing our members in both arms of the probation service. Our comments should be taken in the context of seeking honest engagement.

1. The NAO Report confirms once and for all the views of our members that the TR programme was poorly thought through, poorly, developed and poorly delivered against an unrealistic timetable that put political goals ahead of public interest. Those working within the service not only understood this at the time but did all we reasonably could within the law to point out the risks to those in power. Probation members felt that their voices were ignored. One consequence of this is that trust and morale across all parts of the service has been eroded. Any future strategies need to recognise, acknowledge and seek to work with Napo and others to rebuild trust in what was a highly successful professional service.

2. The other consequences are highlighted in the NAO report. Probation now lacks stability. The new split model increases bureaucracy and inefficiency. The centralising tendency of the National Probation Service erodes local professional autonomy and room for creativity or innovation, especially within the financial straight jacket around its launch. The Community Rehabilitation Companies are still struggling to find their way, shocked by the shortfall of promised, expected returns on their investment as a result of the MoJ’s resource modelling and financial planning.

3. Whilst splitting any local service delivery is always likely to create additional tension, bureaucracy and cost, the scale of this was startling. The costing models (as far as they have ever been published) indicated an expectation that 70% of probation’s work and costs would pass to the CRC’s with only 30% passing to the NPS. The weak basis of this guesstimate has been highlighted in the NAO Report. It was evident even before the contracts were signed that a 50:50 split was probably more accurate but little adjustment to financial and contract modelling seems to have been made and the implications of this in Napo’s view are already evident.

NPS
4. In the NPS, Napo believes that workloads have increased beyond safe levels. Sickness absence has increased adding further pressures. Corners are being cut in haste, for example, more short court reports are being written on high risk service users by inexperienced staff who are neither trained, qualified and/or confident to pass judgement on individuals who often present with a multitude of problems or who are themselves highly vulnerable. Insufficient attention is being paid to the added stress on staff from only managing high risk cases, a risk identified and highlighted in research and academic study over many years. Our members report that ‘burn out’ is on the increase.

5. In addition, far too little thought was given to supporting staff transition into a new, highly centralised working model. High performance working practices needed to generate high productivity and high engagement with service users, many of which were evident in Probation Trusts (such as high job security, good access to continuous professional development, visible and accessible local leadership, personal autonomy and opportunities to try innovative practice and team working). Our members tell us that they feel this ethos has disappeared in the NPS with a focus on uniformity against massive financial constraints. 

6. Napo have worked very closely with senior NPS management on their E3 (Effectiveness, Efficiency, and Excellence) programme which represents some of the thinking and planning that should have taken place prior to the staff split being implemented. There are opportunities, if these weaknesses are accepted, to improve the professional infrastructure around the probation service at all levels (see more below). But for these opportunities to be realised the Government must recognise the need to identify and produce the required investment to overcome the additional obstacles that have grown out of the way that TR was implemented. 

7. The NAO Report also talks about the risks presented by the current ICT infrastructure. Napo regularly receives comments from many people inside and outside of probation who are worried by the MoJ’s capacity to plan and/or pay for the required modernisation of ICT, without which the NPS looks hugely unstable. Against this is the worry that any additional resource will be diverted into poorly managed ICT projects creating further additional risk and costs to the provision of sustainable service delivery.

8. The required ICT to support more efficient ways of working, and in particular the increased management of data between the separate bodies, continues to be unreliable. This now carries a financial cost as well as a public one. One CRC senior manager recently summed up the problem by saying to Napo that the last time he’d seen these platforms was when visiting a history exhibition at the Science Museum. The processes are slow, prone to breaking down and are not in any way user-friendly, thus increasing inefficiencies and stresses for staff. For the staff who require the use of assisted technologies our members experiences suggest that these are often entirely unworkable. A model that asks CRCs to develop their own platforms that can then be plugged into the NPS system seems to deny reality – almost akin to trying to run the internet on a Sinclair ZX81.

9. These increased vulnerabilities and pressures are especially acute for middle managers in the NPS. They are expected to take more people based decisions and responsibilities but, in our view, have had insufficient support or specific training, with assumptions based on previous levels of HR involvement without evidence or testing that this is sufficient. Nor has there been any additional resource to manage increased workloads. In addition, in a highly centralised model many members report being unsure where their autonomy starts or finishes. There is no confidence in the performance management system, borrowed wholly from the unpopular civil service model which has been inappropriately dubbed over the NPS frontline service delivery system. This is further increasing tension between managers and their teams. 

10. Managers are often reliant on seeking advice and support via the Shared Service Centre. This is also a source of huge frustration – one of the clearest symptoms of the haste with which TR was imposed. Napo has had an enormous caseload of basic HR issues that should never arise in a modern public service – including people not getting paid properly for months after joining the NPS; PAYE and tax issues for hundreds of staff rooted in the failure to collect and adequately transfer data from the former Probation Trusts and pension enquiries that enter an interminable loop where it is difficult to identify who is accountable for taking a decision. The shared-service model also depends upon people having broadly the same terms and conditions, but because of the rushed nature of TR many terms, conditions and policies in the NPS continue to be separate. This in itself could be made more manageable over time but has significantly impacted upon the confidence of morale of those who transferred into the NPS, especially managers. 

Napo are committed to minimising these obstacles, for example, pressing for harmonisation of maternity and family leave policies, and seeking a morale dividend in aligning NPS staff with better terms afforded to other civil servants. However, this again requires support in terms of time and financial resources if it is to happen speedily. 

CRCs

11. The biggest challenge for Community Rehabilitation Companies also has its roots in what, our members tell us, is the MoJ’s shockingly inept financial planning and the assumed 70:30 funding split. In the same way that the nearer 50:50 staffing ratio creates higher than expected work for the underfunded NPS, the lower than anticipated flow of work into the CRCs is creating a funding shortfall. In the same way that school funding is attached to pupil numbers, so CRC funding is attached to the number of offenders being supported by CRCs - and with the number of offenders having been hugely over-estimated in the contracts then the CRCs are being expected to establish themselves against huge financial shortfalls.

12. This is having a significant and potentially dangerous impact on the implementation and development of workable operating models in the CRCs. Napo is concerned by the very high numbers of skilled frontline staff who have already been released or face further job cuts across a number of CRCs, and by a variation of performance level compared to what, prior to TR, was a universally high performing service. Perversely, the lack of work is leading to increased workloads for remaining staff as CRCs cut greater numbers of posts than they probably anticipated because of lower than expected income. The risk of perverse outcomes in court sentencing remains, if CRCs feel compelled to generate guaranteed income by recommending the greater use of short sentences for service users who face recall.

13. Napo is also worried by the potential for further cost cutting when performance by results (PbR) comes on stream. Rather than generating innovation and re-opening opportunities for creative partnership with wider providers especially those from the charity sector, as anticipated in the TR programme, we fear that CRCs could face financial penalties as a consequence of poor contract planning.

Looking Forward and Opportunities
14. Whilst recognising and highlighting that probation was a high performing and award winning public service prior to TR, Napo is also able to recognise that the pre-TR probation world was not perfect. 

15. We also recognise the opportunity as well as the challenges of providing a service to additional clients – those who have served less than 12 months in custody. This could have and should have been a vote of confidence in probation instead of the poisoned chalice it currently feels like to many of our members.

16. Napo therefore welcomes the National Audit Office review as timely. We believe that it presents an opportunity for the MoJ to openly and honestly accept some of its errors and thus provide a platform for more honest engagement and the rebuilding of trust going forward.

17. It also presents an opportunity to evaluate the potential of the probation service across both the public and private sector employers. Whilst the structure is split the profession shouldn’t be. With moderate additional investment and support Napo believes a new professional framework can be introduced that strengthens the profession in both arms of the service and which can contribute to addressing many of the people challenges currently facing probation. 

18. This could involve:

a. Developing in partnership a single professional framework for all of probation, covering a wider range of access routes and professionalisation of entry level roles; strengthening the existing training framework for probation officers; introducing pathways for developing leadership and management capacity, as has been developed in education, health and social work.
b. Encompassing this within an independent regulatory framework and a statutory license to practice, putting probation back on an equal professional standing with frontline professionals in social work, education and health.

c. Binding this together through a cross sector consultation and negotiating infrastructure for probation, setting standards and sharing best practice in professional delivery and people management such as learning and development and performance management.

19. We believe that these important factors should have been built into the TR transitional processes. The fundamental errors undermining the TR process identified in the NAO report explain why this wasn’t the case. We would ask for the PAC’s support and encouragement to rectify some of these mistakes as we move forward. 

20. Whilst Napo is disappointed that we have not been called to give oral evidence to the Committee, we nevertheless hope that the PAC will give consideration to this final version of our evidence which has been updated to reflect some of the feedback that we have been receiving from our members in respect of the Probation Systems Review that was recently announced by the National Offender Management Service.

21. As always, Napo would be pleased to provide clarification of any of the foregoing if the Committee would find it helpful and our General Secretary has already written to the PAC Chair to confirm his availability to meet with Ms Hillier.

Yours Sincerely
IAN LAWRENCE                CHRIS WINTERS      YVONNE PATTISON 
Napo General Secretary    National Co-Chair    National Co-Chair 

4th July 2016
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