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Thank you Sue, and I hope the panel has warmed everyone up for what I hope will be an equally interesting afternoon session to that which has gone before.

Firstly, thanks to No Offence for organising today’s event, and for inviting me here today to share a few minutes with you about Napo's take on the challenges and the potential opportunities that we all face in the new Post-TR world. 

I think it’s fair to say from the outset that when I was invited to speak some months ago, there was probably some concern that I would use this as a gilt-edged opportunity to castigate Chris Grayling yet again for the dreadful way in which TR was constructed and implemented within a timeline that, in our opinion, has bordered between being over ambitious and simply insane, but I won’t do any of that.

I agree with all those who have spoken today that we need to focus on the fact that we are where we are, to look carefully at what is out there in the landscape and (where it is possible) to jointly address those areas where we can contribute to improvements in the CJS  of the future. But coming here fresh from Napo’s Annual Conference which concluded last weekend, and which confirmed the fact that everything in this garden is not rosy, (and as Paul Wilson has already intimated in his report earlier on), there remain some quite serious issues out there which do not bode well. 

So let me make it clear, Napo has always been about encouraging the rehabilitation agenda, it was the one (indeed sadly the only) area of agreement I actually had with Chris Grayling, when I told him we agreed with what you are trying to do, but the means by which you’re trying to do it is where we parted company.

So I come with a message of hope around the engagement agenda, predicated on Napo's track record of encompassing progressive change by utilising the excellent professional skills and knowledge of our members in the Probation Service and my exchanges with the new Justice Secretary, Michael Gove. So far he has shown interest in what Napo has had to say about the CJS and I have to say, has at least shown signs of being willing to engage with Napo, the other probation trade unions and professional institutions.

So Napo's members, as you know, have been there at the front face delivering probation services for over 100 years alongside a multitude of partner agencies creating a model of excellence that has been seen as a beacon for probation services by many countries across both global hemispheres.  But we, as stakeholders, cannot remain silent about what is out there, and unless we actually use events like today and others to highlight these and hopefully win friends in the process, then the situation will not improve.  

Paul has touched upon a number of issues that he has found in his inspections out there. We have long known of, and spoken out about, the difficulties around ICT: it was something we were highlighting very much in our campaign before TR for many months.  Now I’m not a practitioner, but I have one thing in common with all those who are: I can’t operate the wretched nDelius system either, and it needs to be fixed and it needs to be sorted out because eventually you know the risks that that this problem will pose in terms of proper management compliance and ultimately public safety: it is a key issue for us all.

Now I won’t major on what Paul Wilson has said in all the areas he identified, but I agree with what he has found; but I fundamentally disagree that it should take 2/3 years to sort it all out. We frankly don’t have that luxury.

So I want to bring you the experiences of our members at the front face and give you a little bit of a taster as to what they are actually experiencing.

Firstly, it’s acknowledged that we are are in a climate of austerity, and that we all face more of the 'more for less' culture that you’ve been used to, and, as I remarked to the SoSFJ recently: 'I don’t know how you are going to deliver your agenda Michael, with £249 million worth of planned cuts to the MOJ operating budget, and maintain vital staffing requirements. 

I welcome the questions that have been posited from the audience today, about the efficacy of the policy on the management of short-term custodial offenders: it’s a problem.  Through the Gate, for example, where despite the claims from many of the CRC owners and, what appears to be a joined up approach by Purple Futures, the performance figures appear to be a very mixed bag. Our members have yet to see tangible evidence that TTG is up there and working as it said it would on the tin, and that, being a key contractual requirement, ought to give everybody, Ministers, providers, and the British Taxpayer some concerns.

On the issue of morale, no....Staff are not feeling very good about all this, and can you blame them? But they are doing their best.

There’s a huge challenge to rebuild staff morale in both the NPS and the CRCs: it’s currently at an all-time low, and that’s not me just saying it “because I would, wouldn’t I,?” This is information coming back to us from our members on a daily basis.  Certainly those facing the prospect of redundancy as the CRC owners start to implement their target operating models, are feeling let down by the last Government. After all, they’ve dedicated years to a difficult profession; they feel undervalued in the context of a public sector pay freeze…. and again, you think: “He would say that wouldn’t he?”  And I make no apologies for doing so: you simply cannot get the best out of your key attribute, your staff, if you are not treating them with dignity and respect.  

And job security is a huge issue, believe it or not, in the face of all the vacancies that are out there.  Some CRCs are still struggling to recruit staff.  Others such as those owned by Sodexo, as we have seen recently, have already made significant staff reductions: in their case, some 400 plus across their 6 CRC's after originally announcing 650. 

But make no mistake:  we are engaging with all the CRCs about their staffing plans, and I have a strong mandate from our members that we expect National Agreements (which were underwritten by Ministers and designed to protect members who did not ask to be privatized), to be honoured, and all steps taken to avoid compulsory redundancies.

So there are issues out there that are going to continue to impact on day to day delivery.  And while I agree with Paul to an extent that it’s early days in seeing how the CRC providers’ operational models will pan out, I am not alone in asking how long (to coin a very topical Rugby phrase:) this 'advantage' is going to last before a penalty is awarded.

Napo accepts that change is going to happen; but don't ask me to accept that the central tenet of that change is to eventually replace practitioners with biometric kiosks, for example. 

Yes, okay, that may be something you want to add on round the sides to assist with administration, but there is no substitute for skilled professionals at the front face, listening, helping, assisting and yes (remember those days), befriending clients to make something of their lives.  We all know that:- and we all should join together and say that, loudly, to people making centrally driven decisions, that not only does it pose a professional threat to the standards of the service, it is plain bad practice and will just lead to risk being heightened.

And I posit another key question to everyone here today, because I guess it could easily be forgotten in the context of what we are discussing, Chair, and that is: is the NPS sustainable in its current form?  A one way street for risk escalation means that cases are being pushed up to the NPS with no extra resources for the NPS to cope with the workloads, and these are complex cases, and resource intensive, and many of them are being passed back to the CRC from whence they came. The NPS itself is now in desperate need of staff, as the forecast of a so-called 70% / 30% staffing split is no more than pie in the sky, and as NOMS embarks on a new operational blueprint known as E3; no...before you ask, that’s not another android, but an operational plan that ought to have been in place before the CRC share sale took place (but it wasn't).

Then there's post-sentence supervision, and the RAR which many Napo members see right now as a toothless form of bureaucracy with nothing to offer by way of meaningful rehabilitation.  Now we all want to make that better and we will all work together to do so, but the model we have been left with is causing massive confusion in the judiciary and amongst practitioners and clients. If a client goes AWOL during a period of supervision, my members are telling me that there is very little that can be done to enforce the breach; many clients are likely to be offered an appointment at the point of release, but then may not see a practitioner for some months afterwards.  That’s the reality of where we are. It shouldn’t be like that, it wasn’t supposed to be like that, but that is what is happening.

So while we welcome the work that Paul Wilson and his team are undertaking, we believe there needs to be an independent review over the process and award of the 21 contracts for the CRCs and, because it’s a topical issue for Napo and the probation unions right now, direct Ministerial intervention around the issue of staff protections that I mentioned earlier.

Despite all of this we will seek to have positive dialogue and engagement: no problem with that.  We need to look and learn from best practice, to look at what works and what isn’t working, and the role of HMI Probation will be critical in that respect. 

Throughout the run up to TR, you will know that Napo was in the midst of a legal row with Chris Grayling and company, which almost saw us to the final stages of judicial review. That’s immaterial now, but what is material is the difficulty we had then and still have now in getting information that we thought should rightfully be in the public domain.  It isn’t good enough that the taxpayer who foots the bills knows very little about the terms and contents of the contracts. So we will utilise the parliamentary channels in the form of the Justice Select Committee; the PAC, and we are about to provide a written submission to the National Audit Office.

And going back to the professional standards issue, which is clearly important to us as a professional association as well: we want to see a well-structured, well delivered training programme, by way of the new Community Justice Learning programme, which must create opportunities for progression to fully qualified practitioner irrespective of where you work. We need to maintain excellence, which leads to experience and ultimately continuity, which you would need alongside innovation. 

So they are the sorts of challenges that we are trying to address out there, and I want to spend a few minutes, if I may, just talking about opportunities.  

There is one opportunity we must seize, and it’s been touched upon this morning by Christine: we need to look very clearly at what the TR programme means for diversity, because alongside the perennial problems regarding women in the offender management system, there are also big issues around diversity in terms of service users and many of you will know that from your contact with the local community.

I was sent a paper earlier this year written by a principal lecturer from the School of Education and Social Science, University of Central Lancashire, about her research on the management of Muslim offenders in our communities. It made for stark reading; it basically said the system is not doing what it ought to, and you know the stats yourself, 26% of prisoners with a BAME community background, compared to 14% in the national population, 14% of those BAME community prisoners are from a Muslim background, to only 4% in the national population.  The number of Muslim prisoners has doubled since 2002: there’s a job of work to do there - you know the issues.  Clearly we have a stake in making that position better, but unless we identify the underlying social factors behind this problem, and take it to the people who can do things, it will only increase.  

Following the theme set by Paul Wilson earlier, and particularly by Nathan from Clinks in his excellent presentation before lunch, let’s get back to transparency. Let’s treat transparency as an opportunity for once to be grasped rather than being treated with disdain, because Napo believes that while the CRC contracts have been awarded, signed and mobilised, there are still significant concerns about the promised involvement of the third sector with the new probation providers, and, as a consequence, their ability to deliver on their contractual requirements.  I will be blatantly honest with you: many senior managers within the CRC owners are telling me that if they had known what they know now, they may not have actually entered into these contracts.  

Contracts predicated on a rushed TR programme where the MOJ set up a data room, (I called it a salted goldmine: some of you who have studied wild west history and the Klondike 'fools’ gold rush' will know what I mean), and complaints are now going in to the MoJ from CRC owners who, having been told ‘it will be alright on the night, you just sign here and we will look after you’, are a little bit peeved. So my offer to them, which some of you may find a little strange, is that you may find an unlikely ally in Napo in terms of common cause. Let's talk?

So clearly there are some questions to be answered and Napo believes it’s imperative that these contracts are reviewed, looked at for the benefit of all the parties, not just to ensure that providers meet operational requirements, but the qualitative ones as well. Politicians need to ensure that they are implementing safe, operational models that protect the public, staff and service users.

Then there is the debate about offering value for money to the taxpayer. I’ve touched upon that, but it means the quality of service delivery must, at the very least, meet the standards previously available to the probation trust system ….I’ve got people who used to work in that system nodding sagely with me.  We’ve got to have that as the benchmark: anything less is a failure.  So I want you to go away and join in that campaign.  And if there is an opportunity under the golden share provision to terminate contracts,(highly unlikely with this majority Conservative Government), it must be taken, in the interests of fairness and openness. If someone isn’t cutting it once the referee has called advantage over, they should be called to public account. But for now I’m more interested in working closely with providers who are there now, and seeing what can be done to improve the position.

So the justice system needs to be more transparent, and as I said, we need more availability of information. 

Well; time is pressing: but briefly some other areas of concern highlighted by our members which may be of interest to you include: 

Legal aid and LASPO, and the impact of that on the domestic violence agenda, and its knock on into offender management.  I agree wholeheartedly with Paul Wilson:  we need to look forensically at rehabilitation in prison, especially in light of the soon-to-be-published Offender Management review from NOMS, where I believe the skills and experience of probation practitioners must be given prominence.

There’s a crisis in our prisons, and Prison Staff are at the sharp end with increasing numbers of assaults on Prison Officers. This situation matters to you, it matters to the members I represent, and there are some promising signs that they matter to Michael Gove;  but its solutions to this and the many other problems I have mentioned, not just rhetoric, that's needed.

Thank you for your patience: I hope that I have set out the challenges as seen by our members, and confirmed Napo's willingness to engage with anyone and everyone in the search for improvements that will be of benefit to all the stakeholders within the CJS - and let’s not forget that includes those who receive the services 

And finally thank you for listening; I wish you well as you go about your vital activities. 

