[bookmark: _GoBack]Evaluate the contribution of one multi agency initiative and critically discuss the challenges for partnership working.
In order to evaluate the contribution of a multi-agency initiative, this essay will set out to define what multi agency working means and the reasons for its promotion with particular reference to agencies which work within education including government policies which promote multi agency working. The essay will identify what different models there are for multi-agency working and the significance of its development. This assignment will identify a range of multi-agency projects in the U.K.  and concentrate on one of these projects. The project which will be looked at in depth will be the team around the family project in Wales.  It will be necessary to identify the partners involved in the project and discuss the merits and possible barriers of multi-agency work within this project.  Finally, the conclusion will evaluate the processes involved in multi-agency working, with consideration to the advantages  and barriers faced by multi-agency working.  
Multi agency working refers to several agencies working in partnership. The key feature of multi-agency working is that there are three or more agencies collaborating. If there are only two agencies working together it is referred to as inter agency work which has very different outcomes compared to multi agency working. Since there are several agencies involved then the need for good communication between all agencies concerned will be essential to success. 
In 2003 Lord Laming was responsible for the inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbie. Victoria had been mistreated and abused by her carers and eventually died from her injuries. At the time there were several agencies working with the family, however it was evident that there had been little, if any communication between these agencies. At the time it was felt that the child’s death could have been prevented and Lord Laming was responsible for a full enquiry into the circumstances of the tragedy. As well as investigating what had gone wrong the aim of the enquiry was to recommend strategies which would ensure that similar circumstances would be repeated. The report ended up with more than a hundred recommendations for changes in child care, some of the recommendations were to be implemented within three months of the enquiry. The report recommended that each local authority should have a committee for children which would oversee the work of the management board for services to children and families. This board would be made up of senior members of the police, social services, health, education, housing and probation services, in other words multi agency working was a major recommendation. 
As a response to Lord Laming’s report, the U.K.  government presented the document ‘Every Child Matters’ to parliament in September 2003. The document set out a wide range of proposals by the government which intended to provide solutions to problems which were emerging regarding children’s safety and welfare in society.  At the time the document was presented, it was clear that there had been a serious weakness in the support systems provided to children as in the case of Victoria Climbie. The following extract highlights a main concern.
Children may be in contact with more than one specialist service at a time. For instance, a child may be truanting, offending, and suffering from abuse at home, and may have special educational needs. As a result, children can receive services that risk duplicating or cutting across each other.
Every Child Matters (2003) page 59 4.18
There was clearly a need to improve the sharing of information between support services and it was proposed that there would be a lead professional system. The lead professional, takes overall responsibility for the case. In addition, multi-disciplinary teams were to be responsible for the care around the child and co-location of services was recommended. At the time (2003) there was little evidence of support services working in partnership and duplication of work without sharing resources and responsibilities led to the fact that no one person had the full picture of the child and the child’s family circumstances, for example in the Victoria Climbie case, her non-attendance to school was not shared with other agencies at the time.
 In 2004, The Welsh Assembly also responded by producing the document ‘Children and Young People: Rights to Action’. The Welsh Government set out seven core aims for a child, which were based on the UN Convention on the Rights of the child, these core aims listed in the document are:
· have a flying start in life;
· have a comprehensive range of education and learning opportunities;
· enjoy the best possible health and are free from abuse, victimisation and exploitation;
· have access to play, leisure, sporting and cultural activities;
· are listened to, treated with respect, and have their race and cultural identity recognised;
· have a safe home and a community which supports physical and emotional wellbeing;
· are not disadvantaged by poverty.
  WAG (2004) Children and Young People: Rights to Action page 1
Each of the aims involve a range of agencies and cooperation between each. The first aim for each child to have a flying start in life starts before birth involving health services promoting healthy eating and providing screening services and support where necessary. Sure Start programs are concerned with the support of the child and family in the early years. This involves health, social services and education working together. The book start program, to encourage the love of reading, is available in toddler groups, play groups, family centres, health clinics and schools. In Wales the Sure Start program was amalgamated with the Children and Youth Partnership Fun and the Child care strategy to form Cymroth, the Children and Youth Support Fund. 
 The range of education and learning opportunities must be accessible to all, and where youngsters have difficulties in accessing education the report highlighted support measures which should be in place. For there to be a comprehensive range of education and learning opportunities, it is important that these opportunities are available to all and there should be support to ensure that children who have special needs requirements, disabled children, young offenders and LAC (looked after children) all have support in place to ensure they can access the range of learning opportunities available.  Examples of other support in place are community projects working with the Princes Trust, which provides opportunities for excluded pupils and a range of youth projects which involve young people with tasks to improve their environment. Pupils should be able to remain in learning as long as necessary and relevant support and guidance is currently available by a range of agencies, to ensure the pupils do not end up as a NEET (not in education or training) statistic. The seven core aims were going to be achieved by all agencies communicating with each other and relevant agencies working together in specific cases. 
It is clear from the documents produced by both the Welsh and English governments, The Laming Report highlighted one of the main failings in the case was the lack of communication between the various services involved with the family. This suggests that a multi-agency approach should be adopted, to improve communication and avoid missing out action on all the information shared. Although a multi-agency approach sounds the perfect solution to the weaknesses in the current practices at the time of the Laming report, it is important to define what successful multi agency working entails. It is not enough to gather a panel together and meet up at case meetings only. The disadvantage of organising a panel of contributors from a range of agencies involves a substantial time to plan the meeting and it is also necessary to allow sufficient time for the panel members to prepare for the meeting. The advantage of setting up a panel is the fact that no new recruitment is needed as the members are employed by their source agency. The solution could be to set up multi agency teams where members are recruited or seconded into the team. Being a member of a team could ensure that they share a base and there is a dedicated team leader.
There are a range multi agency projects in the U.K. In July 2014, the Home Office produced a report on Multi Agency working and sharing projects in England. The aim of the report was to understand the multi-agency sharing models in place. The most common model is referred to as a multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH). At the time of the report 67% of the local authorities interviewed had a multi-agency approach in place and half of them used the term MASH to describe their model. The report identified the following core functions of a multi-agency hub
The agreed core functions of a multi-agency hub were listed as:
1. Acting as a single point of entry – gather all notifications related to safeguarding in one place.
2. Enabling thorough research of each case to identify potential risk (and therefore the 
opportunity to address that risk)
3. Sharing information between agencies, supported by a joint information sharing protocol
4. Triaging referrals, exemplified in the use of agreed risk ratings.
5. Facilitating early intervention to prevent the need for more intensive interventions at a later stage.
6. Managing cases through co-ordinated interventions.
Multi-agency Working and Information Sharing (The Home office) page 10
 In Wales in 2015, there were three main MASH projects. The Gwent Missing Children’s Team; Cwm Taf MASH and North Wales MASH. The common core of the MASH models is based on information sharing, joint decision making and coordinated intervention. The improvements identified by the authorities using MASH, were a more accurate assessment of risk and need due to the wider range of source information, leads were followed up more efficiently and an improved understanding between professionals all lead to greater efficiency. The agencies involved in MASH are children’s social care, police, education, probation, health, housing and youth offending services. Educational services have a role to play to ensure a child is safe from abuse, neglect and exploitation. In 2000, The National Assembly for Wales in their document Working Together to Safeguard Children says that safeguarding children's welfare "requires professionals and others to share information: about a child's health and development and exposure to possible harm.   Often, it is only when information from a number of sources has been shared and is then put together that it becomes clear that a child is at risk of or is suffering harm." It is clear then that the importance of support services working together was identified even before the Laming report.  Since April 2013, Neath Port Talbot, Bridgend and Swansea Safeguarding Children boards became the Western Bay Safeguarding Children Board (WBSCB), this involves cooperation between the NSPCC, the Health service, Wales Probation Service, Bernardo’s, the Prison service and the police as well as the three local authorities. There are various routes where children can seek help, examples are Childline, Childline Schools Service for primary school children, Info Nation, which gives advice and support for 11-25 year olds in Swansea, NSPCC, Bernardos, CLIC this provides information on a range of topics such as health housing etc. Meic is a helpline for young people in Wales and Children and Young People Partnership. There are a range of groups which now take a multiagency approach in Swansea, for example The Youth justice and Early Intervention service, Swansea Community Green Spaces and safer Swansea Community Safety Partnership Strategy.  It is clear then that in addition to the three specific MASH projects referred to in Wales there multi agency projects in place right across Wales. The families first program and the team around the family (TAF) are operational in all local authorities in Wales.
Concentrating on the TAF project in Wales, this project is an element of the Families First programme in Wales and must be delivered by all local authorities. The families first programme is a Welsh Government program to fund the development of multi -agency systems. TAF is a key element of the families first program and all local authorities must have TAF models. Families are often identified to have multiple needs which more than one service can address. Different, local partners can be involved in TAF and make use of a wide range of other specialised services. TAF support can be requested by any of the services in the authority or a family can self-refer. All local authorities provide information for families on their TAF services and support.  In Swansea, Team Around the family in Schools (TIS) has been major development over recent years. TIS is designed to identify and support primary school pupils and their families with early intervention strategies of support. Primary teachers have been trained to identify those families who may benefit from early intervention and as a result the waiting list for TAF has been reduced to zero in 2018, from 120 in 2012 before TIS was commenced. Early support by TIS seems to be a successful strategy. The advantage of TAF and TIF services is that the professionals in the multi-agency groups are aware of the wide range of support available and appropriate for a family’s needs or even an individual within the family who may have extra specific needs. For example, since families using TAF often have multiple needs they may need to make use of other outside agencies such as Evolve and Exchange. Evolve is a young person’s counselling service which also has links to local youth clubs, info-nation an advice and support service for young people, and residential and outdoor facilities e.g. Gower activities centre. Exchange is a professional counselling service for young people in Swansea. The TAF group will set out a support plan for the family and identify who needs the support (it may be more than one family member), what support is needed and who is going to provide the support including referrals to other agencies if necessary. Every few months the plan and support will be reviewed and changed as necessary to meet the family’s needs. The aim of the service is the early identification of a family’s needs, engage in communication between the families and appropriate professionals, promote multi-agency working and the sharing of information using WASPI (Wales Accord on the Sharing of personal Information) It was clear that the tragedy of the Climbie case may have been prevented if information held by different agencies had been shared. The WASPI framework ensures that such information can be shared across Local Authorities, NHS providers, Police, Fire, Schools and voluntary organisations while complying with the Data Protection Act. The TAF project uses this framework which means that more appropriate services are provided which focus on the families’ needs, there is also a reduced need for the family to repeat the same information to multiple agencies and the information is shared in a structured way. Multi agency meetings are held to formulate a family plan. To evaluate the success of this multi-agency approach it is interesting to review comments made by families who have accessed the service as well as reviewing the progress of the families after a few months. There are many positive comments from families who have used TAF services, the following are examples of some positive feedback from the Cardiff Team Around the family (CTAF) available on line.
 ‘The workers were accessible, easy to work with, understanding very organised and very efficient as well as diligent’. 
‘I felt that I was heard, definitely, I got my point across and the meeting went really well’. 
‘Our needs were definitely met, they ensured there were no males present and our religious and cultural needs were met’. 
‘Response has always been prompt and appropriate’.
‘Our TAF worker got the right people involved right at the start, she managed to get everything I asked for and it was tailored to our family needs’. 
‘This has given our family a way forward to achieve our goals’.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                        CTAF Handbook (page 9)
 The importance of early intervention has been shown to be successful and the availability of all round relevant support for families has prevented families getting to a crisis point where emergency intervention may be needed. The TIS program in Swansea is an example of success. The success of a TAF referral is clearly when a family has accessed the needed support and finally the review identifies that this support is no longer needed. The benefits of TAF are that the children and families can say what they want, and the professional staff can identify how the needs can be met accessing the appropriate agencies. In addition, all the collected information is stored securely so the organisations can have the full picture of the family and the support and progress being made. 
It seems apparent that multi-agency working will provide a solution for the issues which were identified in the Laming Report. A main issue being the lack of communication between the agencies and duplication of work where no one group had a full picture of a family’s or child’s circumstance and changes of circumstance. Therefore no one service took responsibility for the failings which occurred. There are however, many challenges and barriers which may cause multi-agency working to be difficult. The challenges can be funding issues, roles and responsibilities, competing priorities and communication. There may be a general lack of funding or even disputes between the agencies where some are considered cash rich compared with others. Roles and responsibilities can cause disputes, for example when a decision from one service may have implications on another. A decision on housing may mean that a child must move schools. Educationally, there may be a feeling that this is not the best for the child at that time especially if the child is happy at their school and making good progress. Multi-agency working can also be demanding of time as individuals may claim they take longer to work with multiple agencies than independently. Other challenges may include the need for efficient data collection, data sharing and staff training.
In conclusion, multi-agency working has been evident in the U.K. since the Laming report. Both the English and Welsh Government have produces follow up reports which require local authorities to have a multi-agency approach to promote the safeguarding of children and families. Although there are challenges and barriers to multi-agency working, many of the barriers will hopefully be resolved as the personnel involved get used to the requirements of multi-agency work. For multi-agency working to be successful, the authorities must be prepared to allocate enough funding for the processes to take place. When services are used to working with each other the disputes between role and responsibilities will be resolved. Professionals involved in multi-agency work are seeing the benefit from both the families and the service providers.  Multi-agency working provides a wider range of services which are quicker to access. This early intervention means that individuals and families have better support with their needs addressed more appropriately as families will have one main point of contact who will identify their needs instead of being passed from one agency to another repeating their circumstances to many providers. Multi agency working centralises the information about the family which can be accessed by appropriate services. Education has a major role to contribute as one of these services and often the first sign of a problem within a family presents at school. For example, a child’s non-attendance, change in behaviour or even physical signs of harm are all indicators that must be acted on immediately. It is extremely important that appropriate support for these families and children in need is achieved by early intervention to the appropriate range of agencies who all have the full picture of the family’s circumstances. This multi-agency approach should reduce the chances of tragedies such as the Victoria Climbe case happening again. 
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