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GROUPED QUESTIONS (1) 

 

These questions relate to the commissioning of Achieving for Children 

 

No. 05 

  

Ms Michelle Tempest-Mitchell has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and 

Children’s Services Committee: 

  

“As the recent LGO report was published in October 2019, why was a decision made by 

LBRUT council to renew the AFC contract for another 3 years in December given the vast 

scale of failings reported?” 

  

No. 11 

  

Ms Claire Richmond has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“Was the Council aware of the LGSCO report, its findings and the Ombudsman’s concern that 

they were indicative of serious systematic failures when they took the decision on 17th Dec 

2019 to re-commission Achieving for Children for a further 5 years?” 

 

No. 18 

  

Mrs Penny Hoffmann-Becking has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and 

Children’s Services Committee: 

  

“I note from the minutes of the Education and Children’s Services Committee from 17th 

December 2019, that the Council have decided to reappoint Achieving for Children as provider 

of Children’s Services, including SEND services for the next 5 years. Do the Council agree 

with the statement from the minutes of that meeting, made apparently by the Director of 

Children’s services,: “In terms of outcomes, AfC had a track record of delivering good 

outcomes, thereby offering a degree of confidence?” 

 

 

Response 

 

AFC’s services in early help, social care and youth justice in Richmond have been externally 

judged to be good by the relevant regulatory bodies, including OFSTED. 

 

AFC does have a strong track-record of delivering good services in early help, social care, 

youth justice and the support it provides to schools and early years providers, which does 

provide a degree of confidence in their ability to deliver these children’s services.  

 

SEN services are a significant area for improvement. This was known at the time the decision 

was made to extend Achieving for Children’s contract with the Council for a further five years 

from a number of sources, including the draft report of the Ombudsman and the result of the 

local area SEND inspection in neighbouring Kingston where they also provide services.   
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The decision to recommission AFC was informed by the improvements that AFC have made 

and continue to make to SEND provision. To assure ourselves of the effectiveness of their 

improvement, we commissioned the Local Government Association to complete a peer 

review. This has evidenced that improvements have been made recently and has highlighted 

further areas for development. These have been set out at a high-level in the report to the 

Council.  

 

This is a national challenge, in terms of the government funding needed to deliver high-quality 

SEND services, increasing need and the stability of the workforce. 

 

It is important for us to remember that the responsibility for delivering high quality SEND 

services does not rest solely with Achieving for Children, and indeed some of the findings of 

the LGSCO report relate to services that are not their direct responsibility. The solution must 

come from the whole SEND system including health services, schools and further education 

providers. The local SEND Partnership Board provides the forum for achieving this whole 

system approach to delivering the improvements that children, young people and families 

need and deserve.  
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GROUPED QUESTIONS (2) 

 

These questions relate to the independence of the audit process. 

  

No. 12 

  

Mr Dave Leeman has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“Under the current review arrangements, a team of 3 independent professionals and 4 

administrators will have to review cases at a rate of 33 per day in order to conclude the audit 

in the first week of April 2020.  Will Richmond Council agree to recruit more independent 

professionals and/or apply to extend the review deadline to ensure that each case receives 

the degree of scrutiny that the children and young people in the London Borough of Richmond 

upon Thames deserve?” 

  

No. 13 

  

Mr Philip Moshi has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“Will the Lead member for children's services and schools ensure that the two sets of 

professionals auditing both the workings of Achieving for Children and the content of the 1,495 

Education Health and Care Plans as required by the Local Government and Social Care 

Ombudsman are both truly independent and have the requisite qualifications and necessary 

experience?” 

  

No. 14 

  

Mrs Angela Lloyd-Jones has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and 

Children’s Services Committee: 

  

“Please provide more information on the independent professionals being recruited to conduct 

the audit. What qualifications/experience are being sought, how will the Council ensure the 

individuals are impartial? Not recruiting lawyers/individuals acting for SEND teams in alternate 

Local Authorities for example. I am concerned about intentions to limit the scope of the audit. 

Parents/carers would prefer to see an audit which is delivered later if necessary, but that is as 

broad and deep as possible. If there are time/resource constraints, will the council request a 

deadline extension from the Ombudsmen and/or accepting crowdfunding from parents/carers 

to ensure scope isn’t compromised?” 

 

No. 22 

 

Mrs Rachel Derrick has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“The Ombudsman states “the Council should: 
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• Complete an audit of all the children for whom the company appointed to run its SEN 

provision is responsible…; and 

• report back to us” 

However AfC, not the Council is leading the audit. I received a letter as part of the audit 

inviting me to send information to a Achieving for Children addresses. 

Does the Council believe that by handing over responsibility to the company it is supposed to 

be scrutinising, it is taking the actions it has been asked to do by the Ombudsman, and that 

this review will be conducted independently?” 

  

 

Response 

 

We are committed to appointing a team of independent professionals of sufficient size to 

complete the review of the 1,495 EHCPs required by the Ombudsman within the timeframe 

set out in his report. We have increased the number of independent professionals to achieve 

this to five together with administrative support.  

 

We will monitor the rate of reviews completed by the auditors in the first two to three weeks to 

determine whether we need to further increase the number of independent professionals 

working within the team to meet the timescale. We have a contingency plan in place for this 

and are currently identifying a pool of additional auditors who could be called upon if required.  

 

Depending on the early findings of the review, we will consider asking the Ombudsman for 

additional time to complete the review if that is needed in order to ensure the review delivers a 

finding in which the Council, its partners, parent and carers can have confidence.  

 

We have recruited independent professionals to ensure a blend of knowledge, skills and 

experience within the audit team. All auditors have a very strong knowledge of the legal 

framework for SEND. The team will include people who have been lawyers, parents 

partnership officers and all with  expertise in SEND. We are ensuring that all independent 

professionals are impartial in that they will not have previously worked for Richmond, Kingston 

or Achieving for Children either a permanent employee, as an interim or as a consultant, and 

will not currently be directly involved in SEND casework in another local authority.  

 

For expediency, the letters to parents and the response email address has been provided by 

Achieving for Children. The email account is owned and monitored by the administrator 

supporting the independent auditors and is not monitored by employees within Achieving for 

Children. The auditors are independent of Achieving for Children and will report directly to the 

Council on their findings.  
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GROUPED QUESTIONS (3) 

 

This question relates to the cost of the audit. 

 

No. 15 

  

Ms Louise Edwards has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“Can the council advise on the anticipated cost of completing the audit and how this cost will 

be met without adding additional financial burden to the already under-resourced children's 

services?” 

 

Response 

 

We have estimated that the current cost of the review to be £84,000. The costs may increase 

if additional independent professionals are required to complete the review. The costs will be 

met by the Council in addition to the current funding provided for children’s services.  
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GROUPED QUESTIONS (4) 

 

This question relates to the scrutiny of Achieving for Children 

  

No. 17 

  

Mr Richard Wilding has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“In the area of children's special needs and disabilities, the legal requirements are complex. 

Richmond Council has outsourced its services in this area to a 3rd party (AfC). It is therefore 

essential that AfC is properly scrutinised by the council to ensure that it does its job properly 

and that residents' money is spent wisely. The LGO report of 18.10.19 suggests and parents' 

experiences confirm that councillors do not well understand the legal requirements and do not 

effectively scrutinise AfC. What steps will the council take to properly train councillors so that 

they can effectively scrutinise the work of AfC?” 

 

Response 

 

As part of the decision to recommission Achieving for Children as its children’s services 

provider, the Council has agreed to complete a review of its current contractual arrangements, 

including its contract management arrangements, to ensure these are fit for purpose and 

expanded or strengthened where necessary.  

 

The Council has also agreed to complete a governance review in relation to its joint ownership 

of Achieving for Children. This review aims to ensure that the owning Councils have the 

structures, systems and skills needed to scrutinise Achieving for Children and hold it 

accountable for the services it delivers on behalf of the Council. It will include considering how 

best to train and support Councillors in this area of their work. The governance review is 

expected to be completed by April 2020.    

 

The LGA peer review acknowledges this work to support elected Members in their scrutiny 

role is already happening. “There is a strong endorsement of the SEND priorities for 

Richmond by the Elected Members. The Education and Children’s Services Committee 

members are aware of the priorities and know what is trying to be achieved through the work 

of Achieving for Children. There is on-going work to heighten Members’ level of awareness 

through development activities and briefings”.  
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GROUPED QUESTIONS (5) 

 

These questions relate to expanding the scope of the independent audit 

  

No. 19 

  

Mr William Nash has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“In light of the Ombudsman findings into the appalling handling of three cases, whilst there 

may be an immediate requirement to consider current EHCP's (as well as any child with SEN), 

does the Council consider that it has a much wider obligation to look into those children who 

have become adults since AfC assumed responsibility for Children's Services?” 

  

No. 20 

  

Ms Aminta Townshend has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and 

Children’s Services Committee: 

  

“How will the auditors be instructed to proceed in cases where they identify failings that fall 

outside of the 3 main areas of scrutiny (delays, children out of education and inadequate 

record keeping?)?” 

  

No. 21 

  

Mr Aaron Guiver has given notice to ask the Chair of the Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“This audit will review all current EHCPs within the borough, however this only represents a 

portion of children whose needs Achieving for Children have been responsible for assessing.  

Will Richmond Council please clarify if the scope of the LGSCO's audit recommendation was 

intended to include all children that have had a needs assessment submitted to Achieving for 

Children, not just those resulting in an EHCP?  If so, will Richmond Council agree to extend 

the scope of the audit brief to include these children in the full review?” 

 

Response 

 

The Ombudsman’s recommendation requires the Council to audit all the cases for whom the 

Council and its provider, Achieving for Children, is responsible. This is currently 1,495 children 

and young people who have Education, Health and Care Plans. 

  

Although the independent review will primarily focus on the three issues identified in the 

Ombudsman’s report, namely delays in assessment and planning, children out of education 

and poor record-keeping, the auditors will look at the whole plan for children and young people 

with an EHCP. 

 

Where issues are identified these will be escalated to the senior leaders responsible for SEND 

services in Achieving for Children for a formal management response. The issues identified 
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and the management response will be reported to the Ombudsman as required in his report. 

The findings will also be reported to the Education and Children’s Services Committee.   

 

If the independent auditor’s report identifies systemic failings in the current SEND system, 

then the Council will extend the audit to a broader and deeper review of children and young 

people who have been declined an assessment, declined a plan, whose plans have ended, or 

who have become adults. We will not know this until the initial review required by the 

Ombudsman has been completed. 

   

 

  



 

 

Official 

GROUPED QUESTIONS (6) 

 

These questions relate to establishing Achieving for Children   

 

No. 06 

  

Ms Virginia Morris has given notice to ask the Chair of Education and Children’s 

Services Committee: 

  

“As a result of the Ombudsman’s report, Ian Dodds said there will be improvements to SEND, 

citing ‘doubling the resource within our SEND service’. Achieving for Children launched in 

2014. It is clear that when services were transferred to Achieving for Children from the council, 

there was not enough money allocated to the services by the council in order for Achieving for 

Children to fulfil their statutory obligations over time. On what basis was the funding allocated 

back in 2014?” 

 

Response 

 

The budget for special educational needs education provision is funded from the high needs 

block of the Dedicated Schools Grant. It is a ring fenced budget provided to local authorities 

by central government based on a funding formula. The grant is not sufficient to meet the 

needs of children and young people with SEND in Richmond and this Council, along with 

many other local authorities, are lobbying the government for a fairer funding settlement for 

our children and young people.  

 

Due to inadequate funding from central government to meet local needs, the Council has an 

in-year deficit of £5.8 million in the high needs block of the Dedicated Schools Grant and will 

have an accumulated deficit from overspends since 2014 of £15.8 million by the end of this 

financial year. This is projected to increase if additional funding is not available. The Council 

has continued to meet the needs of children and young people with SEND by meeting this 

funding shortfall from its general funds, even though the government has made clear that this 

is not a requirement and the Dedicated Schools Grant should be sufficient to meet these 

needs. We continue to lobby the government for a fairer funding settlement.  

  


