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The first phase of the North of Tyne LDD Pilot Project is now drawing to a close and the handover to the second phase is about to commence. So much has been achieved in such a short space of time, so this newsletter will recap what has happened.
The project officially started as the Coordinator came into post on July 1st 2009. Since that time, research and consultation identified the types of support that families who have a child with autism and complex needs require when they find themselves at the point of breakdown. With funding for the project received from the Regional and Efficiency Partnership (RIEP), three different types of support were identified:
a. 24 hour / 7 days, reactive family support service

b. A siblings support service where siblings could meet others in a similar situation and be able to express themselves in a fun and yet confidential environment

c. Training for parents / carers and professionals delivering services to those families, in positive behaviour management, where they could learn effective strategies that they could put in place to help reduce any challenging behaviour
Services were then procured through the North East Purchasing Organisation (NEPO) to enable the three Local Authorities (LAs) involved, namely Newcastle, Northumberland and North Tyneside, to offer support to identified families. The families were identified and referred through the Children’s Disability Teams for the family support and sibling services.
Action for Children  were was successful in bidding for both of these services. Staff were recruited and commenced working in September 2010. Between them these staff offer a wealth of experience of working with children with complex needs, including autism, occupational health skills and work within community and home settings, as well specialist counselling skills.

The family support service is called the Family Autism Support Team (FAST), which offers a bespoke service. Each family and their social worker, consider what type of support is required that would meet any gaps in the current provision of services that the family is already receiving. The support is based around enabling parents and carers to learn parenting skills that will build their confidence and resilience. They learn to develop strategies that enable them to interact and communicate positively with their child and help them improve their understanding of their  child’s autism. In return for the support, parents and carers are asked to sign and agreement that they are willing to try to act upon the advice and support given. The social worker is also involved in this contract, as they highlight what their expectations are from the service, in order that all three parties concerned know that they are working towards a common goal. 

This service aims to help prevent costly out of area, residential placements, keeping the child at home and in their community. If a child does get placed out of authority, especially at a young age, it is unlikely that they will  return in later years of adulthood, so the accumulative cost for each authority is significantly increased. Even if the service prevents  the child having to be placed out of the family home for a short while, the family are able to feel that they had tried everything available to them . For the LAs involved, any time that a child remains in their authority provides a cost saving.
The savings for each child who is not  placed in an out of area residential placement is on average over £2000. This figure takes into account not only the cost of the FAST service, but also any package of support that the family / child might already be receiving, such as the cost for short breaks or 1:1 support for the child in school. This is a significant saving which has influenced the Project Board to build a Business Case which recommends mainstreaming the service.
Action for Children also offer a sibling support service for a wider group of families across the three LAs. The children and young people involved are able to meet and explore their feelings in a safe and fun environment with their peers, who have similar experiences. The groups which have met to date have used art as a means of expressing their feelings about the situation that they find themselves in. All the parents of those that have taken part in the siblings groups, have reported  that they feel that the child who attended the group had benefitted from their involvement. Given this, Action for Children are continuing to offer this service through the Spring and Summer Terms. 

Two different training organisations were involved in delivering the positive management behaviour and training support to parents and carers and the professionals working with them. CALM Training worked with families and professionals working with the families, identified by the Children’s Disabilities Teams and the Challenging Behaviour Foundation worked with those identified by three schools, one in each LA. The feedback from all courses was positive from families and professionals alike. CALM Training in particular was very effective with a further course being run later in 2010, followed by a refresher course for those who had attended a course earlier in that year. There is still a waiting list of parents / carers and professionals that are interested in attending any future CALM Training courses that might be run.
Both organisations approached the subject of positive behaviour management in a similar way. They built upon this by looking at strategies to reduce and defuse episodes of challenging behaviour from their children. CALM went further and offered a further day of training around low level escape techniques. 60% of those that attended the refresher CALM training stated that they had felt more confident because of the training that they had received up to 6 months after the initial training.
The aim of the project’s first phase was to identify whether any alternative service /s could provide an alternative additional support service that would help keep the autistic child with complex needs within their family and in their community and help prevent or reduce  costly out of area residential placements. The feedback from parents / carers and professionals working with the families, is that the FAST service is essential. This, along with the savings demonstrated of over £2000 per week per child, has prompted the Project Board to support the mainstreaming of the service.
The FAST service has already been allocated £60,000 RIEP funding for the second phase to take the project through to the end of September 2011, by the Programme Board. This was to allow the service a full year to evidence that it can deliver consistent results. The final part of this phase will be an event to disseminate the findings of the project. 
The outcome of phase one has been very positive. As part of the mainstreaming process, the coordination of the project will pass to Barbara Bolam a manager from North Tyneside LA. This mainstreaming of the management of the project reduces the costs incurred by a specific management post. It also supports the aim of the project which was to promote joint commissioning and the sharing of resources. Ultimately though, it has allowed families to retain their child at home longer than the families or the professionals working with them could have achieved if the FAST service was not available. This has produced significant savings for the LAs involved too. 

In all, this has been a huge achievement by all involved from the Project Board, to the Stakeholder Group, the practitioners from both the statutory and the voluntary and community sectors and not least the families and children involved. The second phase looks to make this a permanent reality.
On a personal note, I would like to give my thanks to everyone who has contributed to the project to date, because, as I have already stated, the project would not have succeeded as it has to date without the commitment and support of every person at every level and the support from personnel from the Regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnership. 
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If you want any other information, please contact Roseann on 07989 187 428, or by email which is Roseann.Szomoru@northtyneside.gov.uk, alternatively please send any correspondence to:

Roseann Szomoru, North of Tyne LDD Project Coordinator

Access and Inclusion Team, Floor 3

North Tyneside Council

Quadrant West

Cobalt Business Park

North Tyneside

NE27 0BY
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