
 

 1 

NORTHUMBERLAND COUNTY COUNCIL 
 
FAMILY AND CHILDREN’S SERVICES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE  
 
At a virtual meeting of the Family and Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee held on Thursday, 1 October 2020 at 10.00 am 
 

PRESENT 
 

Councillor M Swinburn  
(Chair in the Chair) 

  
COUNCILLORS 

 
Cessford T 
Daley W 
Dickinson S 
 
 

Dunn L 
Stow K 
Wallace R 

 
CHURCH REPRESENTATIVES 

  
Hodgson A 
 

 
Lennox D 

 
TEACHER UNION REPRESENTATIVES 

  
Houghton L 

 
Sanderson J 
 

OFFICERS 
 
Angus C 
Kingham A 
Little L 
McEvoy-Carr C 
 
 
Morgan E 
Street D 
 
 

 
Scrutiny Officer  
Interim Service Director, Education and Skills 
Senior Democratic Services Officer 
Executive Director of Adult Social Care and 
Children’s Services and Interim Deputy Chief 
Executive 
Director of Public Health 
Interim Deputy Director of Education 
 

ALSO PRESENT 
  
Renner-Thompson G 
Stewart G 

 
Cabinet Member for Children’s Services 
Deputy Business Chair 
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88.  APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
 

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Campbell and Lang. 
Apologies were also received from P Rickeard. 
 
 

89. WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS  
 

The Chair welcomed a number of new Members to the Committee and 
introductions were provided.  Councillor Renner-Thompson thanked Councillor 
W Daley for the work he had undertaken in his previous role as the Cabinet 
Member for Children’s Services.  

 
90. DECLARATION OF INTERESTS 
 

A Hodgson advised that he was the Treasurer of Corbridge Tennis Club who 
had received a business grant in August. 

 
REPORTS FOR CONSIDERATION BY SCRUTINY 
 
91. FORWARD PLAN OF KEY DECISIONS 
 

RESOLVED that the Forward Plan of key decisions for October 2020 to 
January 2021 attached as Appendix A to the signed minutes be noted. 

 
92. REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF PUBLIC HEALTH 
 

COVID 19 Update 
 
The Director of Public Health advised that in the last seven days to Monday 
there had been 381 positive cases of Covid within the County, the previous 
week there had been 328 and in the first two weeks in September there had 
been 188.  Northumberland had the second highest testing rate in the North 
East with 7,000 tests been undertaken per week and had the fourth highest 
case rate within the North East with 118 cases per 100,000 people. 
 
The proportion of tests coming back as positive within Northumberland was 
the ninth highest rate in the North East at 6.7% which was approximately 50% 
of the rate of Newcastle at the current time.  It was hoped that the rate of 
cases was slowing and the high rate of positives was due to the increased 
level of testing, however there was still increasing transmission across the 
County.  Cases were still very much concentrated within the South East of the 
County however these were spreading up the coast and along the A69 
corridor with the odd case in very rural areas.   
 
The number of positive cases in young people had remained fairly consistent 
from the beginning of September with 8%-13% of the total number of cases 
over the period.  The number of suspected cases within schools has also 
remained fairly consistent since September with mostly single cases, largely 
within the South East and a few cases in schools in the West.  A dedicated 
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wrap around support team was in place for schools.  A lot of work previously 
being carried out by PHE around supporting schools has now been moved to 
Local Authorities and a system was in place so that schools could email a form 
so that all suspected cases were picked up and advice able to be provided 
regarding contacts and isolation with letters provided for both close contacts 
and non-close contacts to ensure that accurate information was being 
provided.  There were regular meetings with Headteachers regarding Covid 
and a FAQ document summarising guidance for Covid in schools and a flow 
chart provided to ensure consistent support and a robust service was provided 
over 7 days per week to schools.   
 
It was stated that schools reflected their communities in terms of case 
numbers and transmission between students within classroom settings was 
not being seen due to the measures that had been put in place.   
 
Councillor Daley stated that a huge thanks should be provided to schools who 
had worked tirelessly to ensure that pupils were brought back to schools in a 
safe way and acknowledged the support provided by County Council staff to 
schools to achieve this.   He did however have concerns regarding the impact 
on the young peoples’ education due to the length of time they had been out of 
formal education and wished to ensure that there was a recovery plan in terms 
of education.  He highlighted the possibility of Education Challenge funding 
through the North of Tyne being repurposed for a recovery premium for Covid 
or if it was possible to obtain government funding in order that a robust Covid 
Recovery plan was put in place to support schools. 
 
The Executive Director of Adult Social Care and Children’s Services 
acknowledged that there were challenges as there had been significant 
disruption to education this year and what impact this would have on 
outcomes for young people in June/July next year.  Support for local and 
national lobbying in relation to examination results was also being provided.  
Schools were managing on a day to basis at the current time, but the Council 
was working with schools going forward to support recovery.   The Education 
Strategy Board and Education Improvement Board was about to be formally 
launched.  The Education Challenge was being looked at going forward and 
there was a report being written regarding recovery. 
 
Councillor Daley highlighted an IPPR report on Child Poverty and Devolution 
and how devolution could be done differently and better to improve education. 
He had been in contact with Bishop Christine regarding the Inclusive Growth 
Board and the possible setting up of a Children’s Commission to try to bring 
additional Government funding into the area and considered this was 
something that the Council could get behind and support it.  He also 
highlighted the Manchester Strategy 2020 which links all together.   There had 
been generational issues within this area which had been exacerbated by 
Covid.  
 
Councillor Renner-Thompson agreed however the day to day focus of staff 
had been on dealing with the pandemic, however these excellent points would 
be taken forward. 
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J Sanderson advised that the Headteacher at Collingwood School had been 
very complementary on the support that had been provided by the Local 
Authority throughout this pandemic.  He highlighted that Collingwood were 
utilising a parallel leadership structure with one senior leader to look at Covid 
issues and the rest of the team to run the school. The Headteacher was not 
aware that this had been replicated elsewhere.  He also advised of 
Collingwood Connect Outreach which would be good model on contact with 
vulnerable students and could possibly replicated elsewhere.  He welcomed 
the comments made by Councillor Daley.  
 
The Chair acknowledged the stressful situation for schools at the current time, 
however this was exacerbated by media reports and social media with 
additional contacts being made to schools as a result.  Councillor Renner-
Thompson advised that communications from the Council had increased to 
ensure that the right message was being provided.  The Interim Director of 
Education advised this had been recognised as a challenge in allowing 
parents and grandparents to understand the guidance.  Communications were 
now meeting with Headteachers weekly in order to provide consistent bitesize 
information including key and comparable statistics.  She also highlighted that 
in-school transmission rates were very small and community transmission 
rates were much higher.   
 
Councillor Renner-Thompson advised that all was being done to support the 
mental health of both staff and pupils and the Leaders in the LA7 Group would 
use that forum to lobby Government for additional funding going forward.   
 
J Sanderson highlighted concerns from teachers regarding parents mixing 
without masks along with concerns regarding the availability of PPE for staff 
dealing with high needs students who often required a high level of personal 
care.  The Executive Director of Adult Social Care and Children’s Services 
advised that a small amount of PPE was provided when schools started to 
more fully open, however the Risk Assessments undertaken at schools should 
include an assessment of what was required for individual students and a plan 
included for them to access PPE.  In an emergency the Council would provide 
PPE if this was required.  
  
Councillor Dickinson highlighted the incredible work that support staff provided 
within schools and wished this to be recognised.  He stated that schools would 
not function without the support staff and offered thanks to them as well as all 
the other staff.  The Interim Director of Education acknowledged the work 
being provided by the broad spectrum of staff within schools.  In relation to the 
provision of PPE she advised that twice weekly briefings were held where key 
information would be provided to support schools including the procurement of 
PPE.  Assurance was provided that whilst they were dealing with Covid on a 
day to day basis work continued on how to plan for business as usual, i.e free 
school meals team were looking at how to support families with uniforms in 
challenging circumstances and with the furlough scheme coming to an end 
and how this could impact more families.  A cross service approach was used 
across all Children’s Service.  
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Councillor Wallace highlighted the work that was also being undertaken by 
School Governors at the current time. 
 
The Chair thanked everyone for their input and acknowledged that the 
situation was constantly changing. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 

93.  REPORT OF THE SCRUTINY OFFICER  
 
 Family and Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny Work Programme 

 
 
The work programme was attached to the signed minutes as Appendix B.  
The Committee was advised that the report on the Education Improvement 
Board (EIB) had now been scheduled for December.  It was expected that a 
report on The Education Challenge would come to the Committee early in the 
new year. A Covid Recovery Report was to be provided in November to all 
Scrutiny Committees.     
 
The Scrutiny Officer advised if any Member of the Committee wished to put 
forward any item for consideration by the Committee then they should contact 
either the Chair or himself. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
 
 

        
CHAIR                                               . 

 
 

DATE ________________________ 


