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Connecting	Communities	UNISON	response	
	

Introduction	
	

UNISON would first like to highlight the great difficulty in commenting on proposals 
because they have not been presented fully formed as would normally be expected 
at the point of consultation.  UNISON would question whether the consultation can 
be described as meaningful given that the proposals for the family hubs and 
partnership libraries are still embryonic and have not been detailed in their full 
forms.   The only understanding that has been clear in the documentation was the 
amount that was the projected saving within this consultation.  We would question 
how the council can start to meaningfully explain how they will meet this saving 
when the proposals are at best opaque and at worst still very unformed. 

There is no clear indication, despite a lengthy pre-engagement, that there are 
sufficient numbers of volunteers or community organisations coming forward to run, 
or partially run, replacement services that the document states is the intention to try 
and ameliorate the effects of the cuts.  The pre-engagement work did not deliver a 
set of partners ready to work on the consultation phase and no further clarity has 
been offered to suggest that this has changed over the period. 

In this case despite the stated premise that the council do not seek to cut front-line 
services or affect the services to the most vulnerable the consultation laid out 
clearly impacts families in some of the most deprived areas of the city.  The 
complete loss of the Youth Service as an open access resource and the transfer of 
nursery provision to the PVI sector arguably does just what the document and 
council policy seeks to avoid. 

The council have yet to show evidence of their own assessments regarding the 
needs of the community using local statistical information i.e deprivation, transport 
health or education.  Without this data we believe that any decision making is open 
to challenge given that Children’s Centres, Youth services and Library provision 
and changes should be built on the premise that the needs of the community are 
properly known. 

There is a further concern over the loss of very specific 0-5 provision bought in by 
the last Labour Government to give those children the best start in life.   Children’s 
centres were set up to be places of excellence focussing narrowly on giving 
parents, and their children, the resources and skills to meet the fundamental gap 
that many deprived and low income families experience in relation to wealthier 
families.  A key fundamental of the programme and how it has operated in Coventry 
has to ensure that those families get help and support at the earliest possible 
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opportunity and start to avoid far more costly interventions later on.  The 
dismantling of the service and the replacement of 0-19 hubs will without question 
water down this provision and remove its clear focus.   

The proposals indicates that it will transform service delivery but there are no 
positives in the proposed transformation that we can recognise.  There is no added 
benefit to any community yet identified and despite the wording in the cabinet 
report it is far more likely to increase the inequality gaps within the city rather than 
reduce them.  Given that Coventry is a Marmot City it is concerning that the very 
services that deliver the work on inequalities are those in this report that are 
earmarked to be cut or changed so radically their work will be placed in clear 
jeopardy. 

UNISON would request that serious consideration be given to what health impacts 
there are to these proposals and the removal of services.  Serious consideration 
should be given to whether the public health impact on these proposals can in any 
way be ameliorated by the Public Health commissioning funding. 

 

Section	1	–	Children’s	Centres	and	Nursery	Provision	
	

UNISON believes that this proposal will result in the loss of key services serving 
some of the most disadvantaged communities in the city.  All of the areas with 
nursery provision are without doubt in those areas that are the most disadvantaged.     

There is a clear concern that the council by consulting on the closure of all children’s 
centres and the new proposal of 0-19 hubs are potentially placing themselves in 
direct contravention to the DfE directive that they have a statutory duty to provide 
clear and directed services through the childrens centre model.  The DfE guidance is 
attached in the appendices but we would particularly emphasis this point of it: 

“That a Local Authority should not close an existing children’s centre site in any 
reorganisation of provision unless they can demonstrate that, where they decide to 
close a children’s centre site, the outcomes for children, particularly the most 
disadvantaged, would not be adversely affected and will not compromise the duty to 
have sufficient children’s centres to meet local need. The starting point should 
therefore be a presumption against the closure of children’s centres; “ 
 
This a clear statement that the value of these centres are about specific 0-5 
provision not being watered down into a wider service where the needs of those 
children and parents can, and ultimately will, be lost in the needs of the wider 
service.  This is particularly concerning in Coventry which has the second highest 
reported rate of child abuse and neglect in the city, as reported by the DfE in March 
2016.  It was stated that after abuse and neglect the next most common reason for a 
child being in need is family dysfunction; it is clear that the work of the Children’s 
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Centres do much to alleviate this and we believe that cutting them is merely storing 
up problems for the longer term and will cost more to remedy at a later date.  
 
To date there has been no proper outline of what a 0-19 hub will actually deliver in 
way of services, what partner organisations will be involved and exactly what 
aspects of the current service will be retained, how it will be delivered or indeed 
whether the locations of those buildings will even be in the same place as the current 
children’s centres.  Even as late as the penultimate week in the consultation 
UNISON were informed that work was still being undertaken with partners to 
determine what service level agreement could be made and what certain partners 
were anticipating from such a hub.  We would comment that it is pure folly to 
consider such a radical change in service and loss of key provision without a clear 
and detailed alternative proposal. 
 
We would also raise the concern that many of those we currently offer services to 
will be highly reluctant to travel to baby clinics and other services outside of the 
areas that they live in.  Many of them find it difficult to travel on local transport with 
prams and that the offer will not be taken up if moved elsewhere.  
 
UNISON further understands that there may be a financial penalty if the centres are 
repurposed in this way and the specific focus on provision is lost.  We would seek 
further clarity on this point given that it is not mentioned in the consultation 
documents at all. 
 
What will it mean for those children with greater needs who get extra support and 
help within our settings?  The cessation of nursery services in those children’s 
centres, which retained them previously, is a matter of great concern to UNISON and 
our members who work within those settings.  Many of the children and families 
supported in those settings are children with higher needs than those in other less 
disadvantaged areas.  The children attending the nursery settings have clearly 
benefitted from the upskilled workforce and close links with partner agencies, such 
as speech and language therapists, family support workers, triple P workstreams.  
What impact is this likely to have on Primary School performance and the ability of 
those children to gain the most from their education? 

Recent research has demonstrated that with the introduction of places for 2 year 
olds and the 30 hour offer a week for 3-4 year olds has meant financial instability for 
the sector.  Many private nurseries are either charging more for 1-2 year places or 
charging higher fees for any hours taken outside of the free offer.  There is great 
concern that the sector will not be able to meet the demand particularly in areas that 
are lower income and this has been highlighted by the Public Accounts Committee in 
June 2016 where they were examining the National Audit Office’s report on the 30 
hours of free childcare scheme. 

Neil Leitch of the PLA said 3 months ago that, “There is no doubt that the 
introduction of 30 hours of free childcare for three- and four-year-olds will have an 
impact on the availability of places for one- and two-year-olds,” he said. “Two-year-
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olds from the most disadvantaged backgrounds are already struggling to access 
places in many areas. This situation is likely to worsen when the 30-hour scheme is 
fully rolled out next year.” 

UNISON would further comment that from our experience within the city, and our 
wider membership outside of the Local Authority, that many PVI nurseries do not 
employ staff who are anywhere near as well qualified to meet the needs of those 
children as the Local Authority do.  As an employer the LA ensure that the staff have 
some of the best training in dealing with higher needs children and also ensure that 
all staff are properly qualified and supported.  From our experience whilst some 
PVI’s try to attempt this level of training and support it does not happen because of 
the cost implications.  Furthermore in casework it has been clear that many of these 
settings work to a minimum ratio for the children and that staff welfare is very often 
low in priority for those staff members. 

As a living wage employer the council should be working with any organisation we 
work with to ensure that they too are attempting to meet this.  With the loss of council 
run nurseries it is likely that the wages in the sector will further diminish to a 
minimum wage level and instead of well-motivated staff there will be a real loss of 
staff with a vocation because the pay will be too low. 

 

Section	2	–	Youth	Service	
	

The cut, which is the clearest of the proposal, will undoubtedly impact on the poorest 
and most disaffected young people in our city.  Many of those who access youth 
services are at risk of harm in one form or another and many are from vulnerable 
backgrounds. 

Again UNISON must question how the council will be attempting to meet their 
legislative duties as outlined below: 

Local authority responsibilities in respect to youth work are identified in the 
Education and Inspections Act 2006 (Section 507B) which states: 

“A local education authority in England must, so far as reasonably practicable, 
secure for qualifying young persons in the authority’s area access to: 

(a) sufficient educational leisure-time activities which are for the improvement of their 
well-being, and sufficient facilities for such activities; and 

(b) sufficient recreational leisure-time activities which are for the improvement of their 
well-being, and sufficient facilities for such activities.” 
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UNISON are concerned that with the removal of a universal service that there will be 
a loss of key preventative services for young people.  At the moment the youth 
service works to strengthen the vision laid out in the Marmot vision for the city.  
Arguably it meets the vision to: 

• Increase in numbers of young people in employment, education and training 
• Reduction in rates of offending in young people 
• Improvements in mental health in young people 
• Reduction in teenage pregnancies 
• Reduction in numbers of young people self-harming 
• Improvements in educational attainment 
• Reduction in levels of violence, drug and alcohol abuse in young people 
• Improvements in integration of services 

 

Targeted work will only be with those already in contact with police and at risk of 
offending again.  It will cease to deliver meaningfully many of those outcomes to the 
wider group of young people in the city.  It is key that the remaining provision should 
be strengthened and not cut. 

Again there has been some discussion of alternative provision.  Whilst UNISON are 
not opposed to other organisations complimenting the current offer we cannot 
foresee that there is either capacity or sustainability for small groups to take on the 
structured and focused work of trained and qualified youth workers.   Additionally 
many of the organisations highlighted to us as willing to do some work with young 
people are those of a sporting nature and it is not clear what the provision will be for 
those youths who do not wish for that provision but for provision of a more creative 
or social nature.  

The proposal clearly is outside of the DfE guidance issued in 2012 on the provision 
of youth services.   The Connecting Communities team first went out to source 
alternative provision prior to asking the young service users what the required from 
such a service.  Additionally as stated above the offer should be a broad spectrum 
offer not confined to one type of provision whereas all alternatives currently seem to 
be focussed on a sports led volunteer model.  Additionally as part of that broad 
spectrum offer we would comment that in meetings it has been raised that many 
young people will not wish to travel outside of their immediate area because of costs 
and worry about accessing services somewhere they are unused to. 

One of the other key elements of Youth Service delivery has been around the 
socialisation of, and for, young people.  The Youth Service has done much to work 
with young people with disabilities and to give them opportunities to meet and 
engage with their peers.  We believe that this would mean that the removal of this 
service would particularly affect those young people with disabilities and would ask 
what measures or account has been taken of their needs and the need to provide an 
ongoing service? 
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Ultimately it is UNISON’s clear view that the removal of the service will widen the 
equality gap for those children who have no alternative provision and whose parents 
cannot pay for costly activities.  We would ask that the report from UNISON entitled 
the damage to Youth Services is considered when the consultation information is 
reviewed. 

A key clear quote from that research is this: “These young people will have nowhere 
to turn, there will be no-one who is qualified or trained to help support them with the 
issues they have. This will lead to more anti-social behaviour, gangs, depression and 
poor mental health in young people, and increased work for the police forces that 
have also been cut. Truancy will rise, school results tables will be poor and 
homelessness could rise. Parents also need to know that their children are safe and 
not getting into drugs, drinking alcohol or being bullied. A youth centre is a safe place 
where young people are confined to one place where they can hang out, receive the 
support and advice/leadership they may need. That might be boosting their 
confidence, learning new skills and being taught about risks. Our centres and staff 
help young people by working with other agencies putting them in touch with 
counsellors, finding them somewhere to live, keeping them out of trouble with 
thepolice, helping to turn lives around and giving them a positive future.” 

• Survey respondent, 2016 
 

Section	3	–	Libraries	
	

The proposed cut to the library services means that only approximately 30% of 
library provision remains core funded.  This is a dangerously low figure and is 
certainly lower than other comparator authorities such as Sheffield whose service cut 
was less than the proposal in Coventry. UNISON believes that by imposing such a 
cut in service the LA are leaving themselves open to clear challenge about whether 
the service remaining would meet the definition of comprehensive and open to all. 

It is clear that with the location of core libraries if the partnership libraries fail or 
community libraries do not occur there will be a wide swathe of the city with no 
reasonably local provision.  Additionally in many of the areas covered by proposed 
community libraries there are a number of elderly residents who depend on their 
local library for access to not just books but information and wider services.  Many of 
these residents are not able to access the internet and although there is a small 
provision of a volunteer led “house bound” service it is not clear that the service 
would be able to greatly increase the amount of users than it currently serves. 

As part of the concern over a comprehensive and sustainable service being 
continued UNISON must raise a concern about the opacity to proposals around 
“partnership libraries”.  This appears to cover a range of proposals from close to the 
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core offer to practically the same as a community offer.  Whilst there is greater clarity 
now about some of those proposals for those libraries it seems to be with the caveat 
from the team that the books must balance and if further funding is needed for parts 
of the Community offer it could well come out of the remaining budget for Core and 
Partnership Libraries.  

In meetings with UNISON, our members and members of the public, there has been 
great confusion over how the funding streams will be allocated.  In a variety of 
different meetings a variety of different funding models have been posited UNISON 
would suggest that if the finances are still so unclear at this point of consultation it is 
of great worry that the service will not be in a financially viable position moving 
forward.  

UNISON is concerned that there will be in the new model a dangerous over-reliance 
on volunteers.   This is of concern not only because fundamentally there is no onus 
on any volunteer, or group, to commit long term to running a library but also some 
interested parties may well not be as welcoming to those deemed to be “different” to 
them.  A clear example may well be where a faith group tries to influence the 
selection of material for borrowers to exclude literature that they do not agree with.   

This may well lead to a very different type of service than the one that is currently 
provided which is open access to all and supports the widest range of needs and 
diversities. Whilst the Service Head has assured UNISON that they will need to sign 
up to something that states that the group will observe the values of the council we 
remain concerned that there will be no testing of this and that these things may not 
be immediately apparent.  What safeguards will the council put into place to deal 
with any complaints made of this nature given that they will still hold the 
responsibility to maintain an open and comprehensive service?  The use of 
volunteers does not absolve this duty rather it is a key challenge for the council 
moving forward. 

UNISON is concerned that with such a wide scope of variety for the service it will 
mean that the uniformity of the library offer is completely lost and there will be very 
little, if any, oversight centrally of the service as a whole.  Will those who wish to sign 
up to running a Community Library be required to ensure that the whole offer is 
made?  For example we understand that at least one group is suggesting that they 
do not wish to support the electronic offer that is a core part of any library currently.  
How will it be ensured that the service will meet the full definition of Comprehensive 
moving forward? 

Additionally there is still an issue of recruiting enough volunteers in the right places 
to make the services function.  Early data from the 3 libraries who are trialling “self-
service” Sundays shows that only in Earlsdon have enough volunteers been 
recruited.  In Foleshill and Bell Green there has been little to no take up of the 
volunteering offer.  If this is widened out to all Community Libraries as a strategy it 
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must remain a clear concern that this will not happen.  This will put further pressure 
on the service given its stated use of volunteers in all 3 categories of libraries.  

It is also unclear whether the “community” libraries can produce budgets to remain 
self-sufficient without significantly deviating from the principle of an open and 
comprehensive service.   The clear worry is that to balance the books and meet the 
running costs of the building they will need to diversify into other funding streams.  
Without wishing to speculate on what those streams may be it is clear that it could 
include running it more as a coffee shop business with a small amount of library 
provision alongside.   

There is not any clear answer about who would retain “ownership” of those buildings 
and UNISON’s view is that those buildings were, in the main, provided for the people 
of Coventry to access education and leisure reading facilities.  We would be very 
concerned if the buildings were to transfer ownership and that they were lost to the 
people whose taxes over many years have built and sustained them.   At the least 
we would expect that those buildings would have a special designation to ensure 
that they cannot be sold on by any group and that the council would in effect retain 
control of the buildings.  For example if the council comes to an agreement regarding 
on-going running costs for a building what impact will that have on the rest of the 
proposal? What if a group will only take on certain aspects of the provision and not 
others? 

In the proposals there are no clear thought about how the service will work across 
the 3 different model types.  In discussion with the service lead and in the connecting 
communities meetings it is apparent that yet again a crucial piece of work that 
UNISON would expect to comment on simply has not yet been done.  Of great 
concern is the fact that many of the key points are unknowns and the proposal is 
silent on them.    Will the library systems themselves be shared?  How will things like 
the delivery of books be managed?   Will those community libraries get time from 
staff to come in and audit stock and advice on library matters? 

There is also the loss of key staff with a wide knowledge base and customer service 
skills.  Many of those staff have been instrumental delivering on the Public Health 
Agenda and have been trained to support borrowers with complex inquiries.  These 
inquiries are not merely about books but can be about accessing other council 
services, the NHS, cancer information and much more.  Many of the staff have built 
up good relationships with the service users and have in the past been instrumental 
in ensuring that they are signposted to services that they need.    

UNISON believes that the proposal will ultimately severely impact children, older 
people and BAME members of the community in Coventry.  Many of the issues will 
be about access to local facilities with older people and children not having the ability 
to visit a library within easy distance of their home.  For BAME and, migrant 
population, service users there will be the challenge of accessing computer facilities 
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because of all the communities these communities tend to rely on the open access 
network to interact with many of the agencies they need to.  This is bought 
increasingly into focus with the City Centre First project and the Contact Centre 
move to automating as many services as possible.  If people cannot access a library 
to use a computer it begs the question where will this access be open to them? 

Conclusion	
 

UNISON has found it extremely difficult to comment on these proposals.  The 
overarching concern we have is that this is a financially driven cut not based on a full 
assessment of the data about the communities it will inevitably impact.  Without this 
data we believe that Coventry City Council are leaving themselves open to further 
scrutiny and challenge.   

The documents themselves are opaque and it is of great concern that there are so 
many questions still left unanswered.  In some cases these are large fundamental 
questions such as what will the service look like and what partners are involved?  
How can any comment be given when there are so many unknown variables?  It has 
proved that the pre-engagement process was either too short or not effective in its 
aims.   

UNISON believes that this proposal should be withdrawn and that the consultation 
should be done when a clear vision of what will happen is ready to be consulted 
upon.   


