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Briefing for Justice Select Committee – 21st March 2017

Purple Futures
Staffing and workloads:
As with many areas of Probation Napo members report that there is a real issue with high workloads in the Purple Futures CRCs. This has been further exacerbated by high levels of sickness with the two issues being inexplicably linked. As a result staff morale is very low and this is having a direct impact on staff retention. Although we have not had sight of figures for staffing we understand from our members that Probation Officers are choosing to vote with their feet. This is likely to impact on future workforce planning and will potentially put greater pressure on less experienced less qualified staff to pick up additional more complex work. 

Professional Service Centres:

Although members report that there have been improvements in the centres, there remain issues around getting contact entered on delius in good time. ICT is a serious concern across all areas of probation both private and public sector. Ongoing ICT problems make it increasingly difficult for our members to carry out their day to day duties and duplication of tasks when work is lost or there is no access to ICT only adds to already increasing workloads, staff stress and low morale.

Enforcement:
There have been problems with incorrect breach letters being sent to service users which has meant that members of staff have had to halt the breach process on numerous occasions resulting in people that should have been breached avoiding Court or repercussions for their failure to comply.
Napo members report that last year there was a definite shift in emphasis towards a more lenient approach to breach, a new way of doing things. Although there has been no explicit instructions not to breach members feel that breaches are occurring less frequently but not for the right reasons.  However, the breach process itself has now become so complex and difficult that they are proving almost impossible to do at times.

Through The Gate:
As with all CRC’s Through The Gate has not proven to be an effective service, falling way below expectation on what it should be delivering. Whilst Napo understands that the main cause of this lies with the Ministry of Justice failing to define what they meant by Through the Gate and as such is seeking to remedy the situation, we feel that CRCs will struggle to provide an adequate level of service without a significant increase in resources. In Purple Futures, the service provided by Shelter seems to be erratic. We are hearing reports that at times they appear to do nothing and there have also been  reports that they are stating they cannot do anything with people because they are not in custody long enough.  Service users often get released from custody without warning and for those that don’t PD1’s are often received without sufficient time to complete necessary checks. There is no evidence that Shelter are providing any accommodation service to service users.

MTC Novo
The HMIP report on London CRC published in December raised a number of high level concerns about the CRC’s ability to deliver probation services. This briefing does not look to repeat those concerns at this stage but does highlight other issues that directly impact on service delivery.

Contract Issues:
The contracts are still losing money and in London and Thames Valley there is competition for qualified and experienced staff needed to turn around provision. This requires that the pay problems inherited across probation are addressed urgently. This is being tackled in the NPS but any significant rise in the baseline for probation pay for the NPS will put massive pressure on MTC unless the contract price is adjusted so that they can reasonably compete as part of the Probation Services Review. Likewise with any increases in maternity and paternity for the NPS, which could only be applied in MTC (as per government policy) if the contract price was adjusted to allow for that to be feasible.

MTC is concerned that they are still being distracted by legacy problems relating to pay and pensions. At the point staff transferred to the CRC (prior to contracts being let) basic information was not transferred. This has generated gaps in pension payments and, especially in London, pay and tax problems which have still not entirely been resolved. MTC have been trying to resolve these but as frustrated by the SSCL as Napo is. The select committee could wish to ask MTC about their experiences and establish a view as to whether in MTC's view, the necessary financial and HR information and systems were secured before the original transfer took place.

Workloads:
Workloads were the critical issue highlighted by HMIP, especially in London, although there are issues in some parts of Thames Valley as well (e.g. Oxford). A particular challenge related to workloads is the management sphere of influence. Historically SPOs have focussed upon risk not HR but asking them to lead more proactively on people management exposes them (and those above them) to ridiculous pressures. There needs therefore to be scope for more first front line managers and better training and support for them to do the role now expected of them.

Licence to Practice:
Napo is, alongside the National Director of Probation promoting a license to Practice. This will help CR's by giving a clear and solid professional baseline that they can work to and build upon, potentially promoting flexibility and innovation safely. However, we are concerned that the NPS may not want to be seen to be imposing new professional requirements on CRC's when the contracts are tight; the relationship and trust level between themselves and contractors is, in our view, poor; and they see themselves as in direct competition for staff. 

Questions the Committee may wish to ask:

1. Do the CRC’s, MTC and Purple Futures have any views on the potential introduction of a Licence to Practice for all probation staff? Would it improve their service and do they envisage any difficulties in implementing such a scheme?

2. What steps have been taken to improve staff recruitment and retention in their respective areas and what impact would a pay review have on their organisation?

3. What steps have been taken to alleviate high workloads and high sickness and what impact are these issues having on service delivery?

4. If the Probation Review concludes that the payment mechanism needs to be altered, how will additional funds be invested in frontline services?

5. What steps will be taken to adequately resource Through The Gate services and how effective is this service proving to be?
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