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1. PURPOSE OF REPORT 

To advise committee of a consultation document on time intervals in the Children’s Hearing 
and to ask committee to homologate North Lanarkshire’s response to the document (see 
Appendix 1). 

2. BACKGROUND 

A multidisciplinary group was set up at the request of Mr Sam Galbraith, the Scottish Office 
Minister for Children’s Issues, to consider ways of improving time intervals in children’s 
cases. The group were to look at where improvements in the intervals might be made, 
whether operational targets could be set for dealing with offence and non-offence cases, what 
those targets might be and whether existing internal or external procedural arrangements need 
to be reviewed. The report was based on a questionnaire sent to all 37 Authority Reporters to 
the Children’s Hearing and consultation with local authority staff. 

The report acknowledges that all agencies involved in the hearing system are currently 
working under considerable pressure against a background of rising referrals and increasingly 
complex cases coupled with budgetary constraint. 

3. CONTENT OF REPORT 

Subject : WORKING GROUP ON TIME 
INTERVALS IN CHILDREN’S 
HEARING CASES 

a 
The document is divided into three sections which deal with diagnosis of the most significant 
delays, the wider implications of major issues and issues relating to operational targets. 

e:* Delays and Problems Identified 

The referral stage: 

In 1995 there were 27,751 referrals to the Reporter and 18,256 non-offence referrals. At 
this stage it took 55 days for the former and 31 days for the latter. Concerns were raised 
about the lengthy time period for reporting offences. A number of recommendations for 
improving the police administrative systems was made. 
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The timescales for referrals of child protection referrals were reasonable. 

Some concern was raised about the length of time it took the Education Department to 
refer non-attendance referrals. 

Procurator Fiscals in a small number of cases created long delays. 

*:e Receipt of Referral to Reporters Decision 

Delays in receiving reports were the major issue caused by administrative overload, non 
cooperation of families, problems in school holidays when educational psychologists 
were not available and psychiatric appointments delayed. 

*:* Reporters Decision to Initial Hearing 

The time intervals at this stage have reduced over the last 10 years. 

0 Initial Hearing to Disposal 

62% of offences and 33% of non-offences were disposed of at the initial hearing, 34% of 
offences and 18% of non-offences were remitted to the Sheriff Court.for proof. 

Q Major Issues and Implications 

There appear to be significant variation across Scotland. There needs to be greater 
interagency cooperation to ensure that unnecessary delays do not occur. The case 
management of these cases is different depending on the location. Early intervention and 
diversion is essential. The availability of resources for children needs to be explored and 
information needs to be made more accessible to children and families. 

*3 Operational Targets 

It is considered in the report that operational targets are feasible but that not only are 
targets required but standards set as well. 

0 4. PERSONNEL AND FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

There could be personnel and financial implications depending on the targets set for Social 
Work Department staff completing reports which may be indicated in the final report from 
the Working Group. Greatly reduced timescales would affect the workload of social workers 
and be unlikely to be met from within existing resources. 

5.  SUMMARY 

The report outlines the problem areas in time intervals and suggests methods of improving 
these. Proposals to shorten the time intervals are generally welcomed. 

6. RECOMMENDATION/ 
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6. RECOMMENDATION 

Committee is asked to: 

(1) Approve the contents of this report. 
(2) Homologate North Lanarkshire’s response to the document. 

Jim Dickie 
Director of Social Work 
15th December 1997 

For further information contacr Sandra Paterson, Principal Oficer, Child Care (01698 332032) 
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TIME INTERVALS IN CHILDREN'S HEARINGS CASES 

Although North Lanarkshire Council has no sigmficant problems regarding the time intervals in 
children's Hearings cases given the existence of good working arrangements between its Social 
Work and Education Departments and with the Police and the Reporter, it is acknowledged that 
the system could be improved. 

Within a national context, there is agreement with the points set out in the consultation 
document. It is considered that delays in all four stages of processing a case could be reduced 
if there is close inter-agency liaison, particularly if a policy of "early intervention" exists. 

Specifically, the following points are highlighted : 

Para 1.2 

It may not be prudent to make direct referral to the Reporter if a case conference has been 
arranged to discuss the matter, particularly in light of the "no order" principle within the 
Children (Scotland) Act 1995. 

Perhaps the main issue in this respect should be the proper assessment of the situation before 
intervention. 

It seems reasonable to assume that the Chair of the case conference should have responsibility 
for implementing a decision to refer the case to the Reporter. 

Para 1.3 

Non-attendance referrals tend to take a long time. Some children and young people have well 
established pattems of truancy before the social work department is involved. It follows therefore 
that the establishment of a clearly defined process with timescales within each local authority 
would be useful. 

The re-affirmation of Joint Assessment Teams in those areas which have them would be useful. 

3 ,  

0 

Para 2.2 

The ideas for improvement which are outlined in this Section of the document are welcome, 
particularly those ideas which would require Reporters, at the time of requesting reports, to 
specify the information required and the return date for the response. 

Within this Council there is already a system of monitoring r'later' social work reports. 

Para 4.2 . .  

The ideas for improvement in relation to pre-Hearing planning and the clear framing of the 
grounds by the Reporter and to the pre-Hearing work by the Social Worker are welcome. 
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Para 4.3 

The ideas for improvement in relation to the allocation of more time to children's cases, more 
flexible timetabling by the Courts and to the use of a "first calling"/ intermediate diet as soon as 
possible after the proof application is received to deal with procedural issues are welcome. 

Para 4.4 

It would be useful to monitor more accurately the numbers of children and the length of time 
which they wait for resources to be available to allow the Hearings to proceed. Where resources 
are not immediately available it may be prudent to review the case as soon as possible to allow 
a re-assessment of the child's case to take place. 

Para 5.1 

It is considered that the timescales for processing referrals are too long. 

It would be useful to have timescdes for case processing. Where these timescales cannot be met, 
the reasons should be justified on the basis of previously approved criteria. 

a 

Para 5.2 

Perhaps each local authority should consider their existing information systems and whether 
sections of them could be made accessible to the Reporter. It may be prudent to investigate the 
feasibility of setting up a computerised information system which could be accessed by each of 
the agencies, subject of course to the exigencies of the Data Protection Act. 

Para 5.3 

Internal administrative delays could only be avoided if clear procedures were set out for 
processing referrals with timescales and monitoring facilities. 

Para 5.4 
a 

This is the crux of the matter for those cases which could be appropriately diverted from the 
Hearing System. 

Each local authority should consider this document on a multi-agency basis and agree protocols 
which could divert children appropriately at an early stage (eg. children who come into contact 
with the Police should be automatically referred to social work and education departments for 
initial assessments to determine whether further family support services or young person support 
services are required). 

Para 5.5 

Each local authority should appoint a person to monitor and collate information on the disposals 
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b and timescales within which the resources become available. 

Para 5.6 

Within the Hearing System, procedures should be developed whereby parents and carers would 
be advised of any time delays in the process. 

Para 6.2 

The use of targets would assist local authorities to achieve "Best Value" standards in terms of 
efficiency and quality of service. 

Para 6.4 

If there was a clearly identified criteria for justification for departure fiom the time targets which 
would take into account clear assessment procedures and the needs of children, then the 
disadvantages would be minimal. 

Para 6.5 

The setting of standards in this area of work would highlight the need to quantify how a social 
worker in the field of child care and others spend their time in different areas of work. 

This would assist in the development of unit costs to take child care in the direction of "Best 
Value". 

Para 6.6.1 

The principles for setting operational standards should reflect those within the Children 
(Scotland) Act 1995, ie: 

3 

* the interests of the child being paramount 
0 

* minimum intervention 

* children's views being heard 

* children should be maintained within their family where possible 

* partnership in the process with child and parents should exist throughout 

Para 6.6.2. 

All parents, carers and children should be kept advised of the process and stages of the referral. 
If the timescales are not adhered to or if they are not kept informed of the process, all parents, 
carers and children should have access to a complaints procedure. 

Given that it is likely that an initial assessment has been undertaken at the outset of the process, 
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any assessment should be in written fonn, have an agreed course of action and timescales, 4 

identify those responsible for carrying out the task and should be known to all participants, 
particularly where voluntary arrangements are being proposed. 

Para 6.6.3 

Local authorities should be invited to discuss this issue with senior managers in appropriate 
agencies. 

Many agencies and departments within local authorities are already engaged in developing 
Children's Service Plans. As a starting point they could discuss the issues within forums set up 
to develop the Children's Service Plans. This could then be agreed within other forums such as 
the Association of Directors of Social Work. 

Para 6.6.4 

The setting of operational targets for the children's Hearing System seems appropriate. However, 
setting targets on time alone shodd not be the only aspect which is considered. The main target 
has to be based on the outcomes for children and their families. It would helpful if the children's 
hearing system was seen as a "quality process". It would also be helpful and important to 
consider the following aspects of the service when "targets" are bein2 set: 

0 

* standards of communication with children and their families 
* standards of communication and protocols amongst the agencies involved in the Children's 

* inter-agency liaison procedures 
Hearing system 

Account should also be taken of the existing targets of the Audit Commission. 

Para 6.6.5 

Sanctions would be difficult to enforce unless there were penalties. 

One other point raised by the Director of Education of this authority is in relation to the problem 
of school holidays and the non-availability of personnel during that period. This could be helped 
if the Reporter gave early notice of possible Hearing dates during school recesses. 
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