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I’m delighted to be here again in Inverness and the Highlands.

Today we are jointly marking a new significant phase in Getting it right for every child.

It is an occasion to note the journey we have jointly travelled as Government, local authority and community planning partners.

It is an opportunity to thank all of those directly and indirectly who have worked through the often challenging work of being a pathfinder and to celebrate that work

It is a time to recognise that we are all embarking on a new phase of activity.

The Getting it right for every child programme and the pathfinder activity was started under the previous administration.  As the Scottish Government we have been pleased to continue and develop that work. 

It has been a unique and successful collaboration.  It has not just been the Scottish Government saying “here’s the money – now get on with it”.  It has been a true engagement of minds and activity as we have explored what it means to put into practice the aspirations of Getting it right for every child.

The fundamental aim of GIRFEC is to improve outcomes for children.  Easily said but much more challenging to translate into practice.

It is easy to forget, three years on, what had to be done in pathfinding activity to make GIRFEC a reality.

This was not a ready made project that could be plugged in to existing systems.

We knew what we wanted to achieve.

We were certain that the child should be at the centre.  We were aware of the evidence from children and families of being passed from one agency to another: of having several meetings often facing the same professionals on the other side of the table and having to repeat the same facts.

But we did not know what in practice had to be done, by whom and by when.

The pathfinder approach gave everyone freedom.  Freedom to innovate.  Freedom to experiment.   Freedom - not to get it wrong exactly - but to recognise the value of new approaches that are tested, refined and improved as time goes on as a way of getting it right.

It was undoubtedly a challenge.  I am well aware that colleagues in Highland have had the pain of working through all of this on a daily basis and being asked to explain how the fundamental aims of the programme were being tackled. 

At times I gather that pain was shared with the Scottish Government team!  Some robust discussions were had.  I leave you to interpret that Sir Humphrey phrase. 

As the pathfinder progressed the scale of the task grew and the timescale understandably lengthened.

· Lessons were learned.

· Overnight transformation could not take place.

· Awareness-raising had to precede training, and training could only take place once new procedures and practices were agreed.

And all the time efforts were being made to develop electronic information sharing to make that process easier.

The commitment of chief officers from all community planning partners has been instrumental in allowing the programme to grow and develop.

We are still not there yet but are significantly well down the road.  We are now at a point where we have a much clearer idea of how we will reach the aim of GIRFEC and what it means in practical terms.

There will be further developments as we gain from the experience in Highland as the GIRFEC approach is embedded throughout the area.  And elsewhere in Scotland we have the ongoing work of the other pathfinders and learning partners.

It is worth taking a few moments to recognise what we have jointly achieved to date.

We have established the principles, values and core components of GIRFEC.   We have built on the work Highland already had in train and are promoting the concept of well-being – SHANARI in Highland – as being the aim of all activity.  If you improve a child’s well-being, you improve that child’s potential to succeed.

And we have developed a model that can apply across all agencies.  It is based on decades of evidence around child development.  Having Professor Jane Aldgate and Wendy Rose on the development team has ensured that there is a sound academic and research base to the model that has emerged.

We have redesigned business processes to reduce bureaucracy and duplication of activity.  This was a large and onerous task.  But a vital one which led to the creation of a single path to support for children.  In turn the new business process was fundamental to the completion of the guidance and the training programmes that were developed to give all staff the skills and tools they need to work in this new way.

We have developed a common way of recording information about concerns and risks – and strengths.  And we have a model for taking that information and making sense of it to inform planning and action.  

All of this has involved, in Highland, local cooperation between all the statutory children’s services, education, health (acute and community sectors), social work, police, youth justice; the children’s panel and the reporter.  It has included the voluntary children’s services sector, (both the big national players and the small local services), the adult services sector, including housing, mental health, and drug and alcohol services.  And of course children and families themselves.

In the government, there is a team of a few civil servants with seconded staff of children’s services practitioners and academics.

I have taken a keen interest in the GIRFEC developments from the beginning.  It is good to see that the hard work that has been put into this project by Highland has resulted in tangible progress.

In May 2007 we had the implementation of the new single plan and planning meeting process – a major milestone –which now been extended to all of Highland.

In June 2007 we saw the introduction of the Police concerns form.  This brought the first evidence of a massive reduction in the number of non-offence referrals to the reporter.  And perhaps more importantly, of early intervention by universal services to meet the needs of these same children.  And intervention earlier than was previously the case.

By summer 2008 it was clear that Child Protection services needed to be closely aligned with GIRFEC developments and local guidance was reviewed and has been re written to ensure seamless support for children whether they need early support or urgent intervention to ensure their safety.  This has now been done, taking full account of Getting it right and will be launched at a series of roadshows across the authority in the next few weeks.

In December 2008 it was agreed with the Scottish Children’s Reporters Administration in Highland that a Getting it right multi-agency child’s plan provided appropriate information to the Reporter and the Children’s Hearing for them to commence proceedings without requesting further agency reports.

The list goes on, and has already been referred to by Harriet Dempster and Ann Darlington.

Suffice to say these have all been great achievements in a major change management process.

Of course we need to evaluate progress to date.  The team from Edinburgh University – Bob Stradling and Morag MacNeil as well as Helen Berry – will be producing a report on evaluation to date later this year.  We look forward to what they have to say and hope that it will reinforce the positive experiences of staff and children and families.  

I was delighted to have the chance to speak to some of them this morning about how they have found the new approach.  I am delighted that some of them are able to be with us today.

It is the experience of children and families that matters most.  It is for them that we embarked on this journey and why we will continue to press for change across Scotland.

The National Performance Framework – the Concordat – sets out what we have agreed we need to achieve for Scotland.  It is striking that GIRFEC contributes significantly and directly to at least a third of the 15 objectives.

This work on GIRFEC is of major importance and I am please that we have reached the point with Highland that you feel able to move forward yourselves on making Getting it right for every child real.

Finally, many of the implementation team are moving on to new roles over the coming weeks that will support the transition of Getting it right from a “project” to “the way we do children’s services”.

We wish them all well in their new or continuing roles.

I do not wish to highlight any one in particular: I know this has been a team effort at all levels.  I simply wish to record my thanks for all your work and progress to date.

I am delighted that the experience you have gained will be available within the Scottish Government team from now on as Marj Stewart joins the GIRFEC team.

I must also thank the Project Board for their hard work and the support and direction given by them.   And to Highland Council leaders and to the Joint Committee for Children and Young People for providing the environment in which these changes could both be explored and implemented.

Without their foresight and ambition Getting it right for every child would not be the success it is in Highland today and we hope in Scotland in the future.
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