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Dear Mr Munro

Thank you for your letter of 18th April from which I understand you to be inviting personal, rather than simply Scottish National Party policy views on how I would ‘contribute to improving the lives of children in need and their parents/carers in Highland’.

I am aware of the duties and powers the Local Authority has in respect of children in need and ‘am committed to the provision of services which improve the lives of and opportunities for vulnerable and disadvantaged children.

If elected as an SNP Councillor, I would not be an isolated voice but would work with a group of fellow-minded Councillors, MSPs, MPs and MEPs in contributing to the improvements your organisation rightly seeks and campaign for improved national as well as local initiatives.

Although concerned about contradictory detail, I acknowledge the well-meaning intention of many Scottish Executive initiatives, however believe, that without adequate resources, policies alone are insufficient to bring about meaningful improvement in children’s lives and prospects. The Scottish Executive’s insistence that proposed reform of Children’s Services aimed at ensuring every child gets the help they need when they need it, via the programme ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’ will be ‘cost-neutral’, is, I think, an unrealistic and worrying view. Children’s services must be properly scoped and funded.

Whilst unable at this time to comment in specific detail about your points on  ‘restricted and reduced budgets for children’s services’, from my experience in the Police Federation, I am very aware of the Scottish Executive’s habit of ‘ring-fencing’ monies for specific projects, for example pension funds, whilst announcing the headline figure as an increase. I absolutely agree with your view that there needs to be ‘transparency in the funding’ of all public services. In my previous career, I publicly challenged inappropriate expenditure in relation to consultants. If elected, I will not be reticent at exposing ‘misleading headlines’ or inappropriate funding.

You raise an interesting issue regarding ‘mutual blaming’.  Such dereliction of responsibility has done much to discredit politics and politicians.  If elected, I would accept responsibility for all matters within my control and seek to ensure the fullest possible information is shared with the public.

Just as there must be a detailed personal assessment of the needs of every child and their carer(s) to identify appropriate support and intervention, unmet needs must be identified and appropriate impact assessments undertaken prior to any decisions to alter legislation, services, and/or funding levels, with practitioners and service users, children, young people and their carers, contributing fully to this process.   Were such a system adopted, I believe the under-funding of mental health services for young people would be a higher priority than at present.  

Of course there will always be competing demands for public monies, however, my personal approach to matters is that people matter. The recent situation in Inverness, where a 98 year old blind man, albeit temporarily, had his home care service on which he had relied for many years, withdrawn by a Council which shortly thereafter found £600k additional money for a theatre, indicates to me that much remains to be done.

IF ELECTED:
I will encourage ‘local’ decision-making, involving meaningful consultation with all interested partners.

I will accept responsibility for all matters within my control and seek to ensure the fullest possible information is shared with the public with evidenced, transparent outcomes.  

Many academics consider services for pre-school children are vital in providing the foundation for both them and their parents from which to achieve their full potential. I will actively pursue the Scottish National Party’s policies on increased nursery provision and reduced class sizes.  
I know from personal and professional experience, that parenting in the 21st Century is a complex and difficult business. I will support parenting programmes to help parents understand their child’s needs and learn the skills to be successful and competent parents.  I am aware of the wide range of groups such as Health Visitors, Social Work Services, NCH and Youth Action Service who do good work with this matter.
I will encourage others to recognise that it is important children and parents get the help they need when they need it.

I will support the provision of appropriate services to support children in need and their parent(s)/ carer(s).
I am aware of recruitment and retention difficulties within Social Work Services and I will seek to have Highland Council introduce initiatives, which work well in other authorities, to bring about more suitable trained Family and Children Social Workers.  
I am a parent and grand-parent myself and understand how vital it is that children are listened to, particularly about any changes or transitions in their lives. The Scottish Executive’s Protecting Children and Young People, Framework for Standards ‘The Charter’ highlights significant messages from children and young people.  I will listen to children and young people and use what influence I may have to improve their circumstances.
Whilst not yet conversant with all the many, varied and complicated issues children, young people, their parents and carers have, if elected I would be honoured to endeavour to be worthy of the title ‘champion for children in need in Highland’.  
Should you require any further information please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

John Finnie   
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