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It’s time for Westminster 
to back our public services

S uddenly everyone is in love with our 
public services. Politicians are falling over 
themselves to visit hospitals, pose for sel� es 
with � re� ghters and pretend to help sweep 
pavements. Something must be going on.

Public service workers can be forgiven if 
they feel cynical, having endured a decade of grinding 
austerity.  But if we are to believe the general election 
campaign promises, the cash taps are about to gush and 
our battered services will be able to  tackle some of the 
enormous challenges that have festered for the past 10 
years. No challenge is greater than the climate crisis. 

So it is � tting  that the overall winner of the Guardian 
Public Services Awards 2019 is Nottingham city council for 
its drive to become the UK’s � rst carbon-neutral city . Local 
government has done well this year, with other category 
winners including the London boroughs of Hillingdon and 
Waltham Forest, Kirklees in West Yorkshire and Coventry. 
In the West Midlands, Sandwell council is among the 
honours  as is the region’s � re service . Another multi-
agency winner is  led by University College London 
Hospitals NHS foundation trust, while charity Turn2us 
� ies the � ag for the voluntary sector and believe 
housing, based in County Durham, completes the 
team awards. This year’s hugely impressive individual 
winners are Kevin Coutinho  in the leadership category, 
and Charles Cracknell, who was voted public servant of 
the year in a readers’ poll. Thanks to all who voted and 
to the hundreds of other teams and individuals who 
entered  and proved that the public service ethos is alive 
and well. Now it’s up to the politicians to do their part. 

David Brindle, public services editor 

Introduction
David Brindle

Ambitious policies, political 
will and long-term thinking 
push forward the council’s 
plan to become the UK’s fi rst 
carbon-neutral city

‘We admired its 
vision, ambition 
and scale to reduce 
the council’s carbon 
footprint and make 
services greener’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

W hen Nottingham 
city council 
announced in 
January that 
it intended to 
become  the 

UK’s 	 rst carbon-neutral city by 
2028 , it was the latest step in years of 
ambitious, innovative and forward-
thinking environmental policy 
making that has already yielded 
breathtaking results.

 It met its 2020 target to reduce 
carbon dioxide emissions by 26% 
four years early ; more than 40% of 
all journeys in Nottingham are made 
on public transport and solar panels 
have been installed on  more than 
4,000  council houses.

Energy consumption of council 
buildings has been cut by 39% and 
it is on track to generate 20% of its 
energy from low-carbon sources by 
next year.

And last year the Department 
for Environment, Food and Rural 
A� airs concluded that the city’s air 
pollution had fallen  so much that a 
Clean Air Zone was not needed . 

Last night the council’s vision 
and tenacity was recognised when it 
was named the overall winner in the 
Guardian’s Public Service Awards.

“This has been the year when 
argument over the climate crisis 
	 nally ended and the imperative 

for radical action became widely 
understood,” says The Guardian’s 
public services editor, David Brindle.

“Many public services are still 
barely o�  the starting blocks in the 
race to tackle the emergency, but 
Nottingham has shown what can be 
done through inspired leadership 
and gritty determination,” he says, 
adding: “In scrutinising every aspect 
of its own practice, and taking bold 
steps to shape behaviour in the 
wider community, the city council 
has truly set the bar for excellence in 
how public agencies must respond 
to the threat to the planet.”  

Making the carbon neutral 
commitment was only possible, 
says Sally Longford, the Labour 
council’s deputy leader and portfolio 
holder for energy and environment, 
because of the work that had gone 
before – especially the e� orts of her 
predecessor in the environment 
role, councillor Alan Clark, who died 
in 2017. “He was determined to make 
progress and drove forward quite a 
lot of the early development,” says 
Longford. “We got a lot of stick over 
the years. People thought we were 
anti-car, because we introduced 
various schemes to try and reduce 
car usage and congestion.”

But it has paid o� . “When I was 
talking to the o�  cers about how 
far we could push this they were 
con	 dent we could go further than 
other councils because of all the 
work we’d already done.”

One policy in particular, its 
workplace parking levy (WPL), 
was a “gamechanger” according 
to Longford.

Introduced in 2012, the WPL is 
aimed at employers providing 11 
or more commuter parking spaces, 
with an  annual rate of £415 per 
space . It is still the only such scheme 
in the UK and has not only tackled 
congestion and pollution but  netted 
the council £61m for improving 
and “greening” public transport. 
That money has helped with the 
redevelopment of Nottingham 
station, an expansion of the 
tram network that runs on green 
electricity from the council’s own 
energy company and the council’s 
� eet of 58 electric buses that has   
 reduced carbon emissions by more 
than 1,050 tonnes . 

“We have a positive attitude to 
these things because they pay for 
themselves,” says Longford . “We’re 
putting solar panels on anything 
that doesn’t move, really, because 
it saves us money in the long run 
and helps support other work 
we’re doing.”

The energy and transport teams 
have won funding from central 
government, Europe and other 
sources, and the savings the energy 
team generates means it actually 
makes a pro	 t for the council that 
can be used to cross-subsidise 
crucial departments such as 
children’s services .

  Next year the council will be going 
out across the city to talk about 
what it is doing. “We have a lot of 
people who live in quite deprived 
circumstances and it’s not their 

� Sally Longford 
(centre) and 
her team at 
Nottingham 
city council 
PHOTOGRAPH: FABIO 
DE PAOLA

Rachel Williams

Nottingham’s policies have not 
only bene	 ted the environment 
but have also made a di� erence to 
people’s lives, says Longford. “A lot 
of quite hard decisions were made 
but people have been brave enough 
to give it a go. I’m very proud of what 
we’re doing.”

highest priority,” she says. “They’re 
struggling to pay their bills and feed 
their families, but they will also be 
the people who will be the least able 
to cope in warmer climates. We have 
a duty to help people in all parts 
of the city adapt and 	 nd ways to 
improve their lifestyle.”

Overall and climate champions winner
Nottingham city council

Contributing to Nottingham 
city council’s progress towards 
becoming the UK’s  rst carbon 
neutral city are a raft of measures 
designed to increase the numbers of 
people travelling by public transport 
and cycling, and boosting green 
energy use . The city developed the 

UK’s  rst Eco Expressway for buses 
and ultra-low emission vehicles; 
cyclist numbers have gone up 50% 
in the last two years and the number 
of electric vehicles has doubled 
since 2017 . Meanwhile, Nottingham 
turns 180,000 tonnes of waste every 
year into energy for 5,000 homes. 
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N icolas was just 15 
when he became 
caught in a 
downward spiral that 
started with smoking 
cannabis and 

school exclusions and ended with 
him being recruited into a county 
lines gang – the criminal networks 
exploiting teenagers to funnel drugs 
from towns and cities.

Arrested in possession of 
thousands of pounds worth of crack 

cocaine in Bournemouth, the future 
looked bleak for the teenager who 
should have been studying for his 
GCSEs. Instead, the young runaway 
from Hillingdon in London was 
on the brink of going into care and 
looked destined for prison.

Today, Nicolas (not his real name), 
now 17, is living at home, attending 
college, and has a qualification in 
electrical engineering. He has also 
been helped to cut ties with the gang 
– all thanks to a groundbreaking 
Hillingdon council project that gives 
individual budgets to social workers. 

Hillingdon adolescents team is 
behind the scheme, which offers 
support to young people at high 
risk of being taken into care. They 
may be being sexually or criminally 
exploited, involved in serious youth 
crime, have gone missing from home 
or face family breakdown. Help is 
also extended to their families.

Set up in November 2018 
with £400,000 funding from the 
Department for Education’s What 
works for Children’s Social Care 
change programme, the project is 
supporting 100 at-risk teenagers 
aged 12 to 17.

The full impact of the project is 
yet to be measured. However, an 
internal evaluation of its first six 
months shows 36 young people 
who would otherwise have gone 
into care were supported to 
remain at home. 

There was also a reduction in 
missing episodes, an increase in 
school, college and employment 
attendance, and reduction in 
accommodation of young people.

“Before we set up the team, 
we couldn’t get young people to 
engage,” says Julie Kelly, assistant 
director of safeguarding at 
Hillingdon council. 

“Now they engage straight away 
by choosing their social worker. 
Social workers see the young people 
when they need it – it might be 
every day for a month or every other 
day – rather than the traditional 
fortnightly appointments.” 

Social workers are given a real-
time insight into young people at 
risk through AXIS – an intelligent 
data mapping software that 
analyses information sharing from 
police, education, social care, 
health, youth services and schools 

Care
Turning young 
lives around 

▼ Hillingdon council’s adolescents 
team now has greater budgetary 
autonomy to help young people

At-risk teenagers are 
being helped with 
a pioneering new 
approach to care

C laiming means-tested 
benefits in the UK is a 
difficult process. The 
system can be complex, 
and often confusing. 
There are endless hoops 

to jump through, and if you have 
dependents, live in poverty, or suffer 
from an illness, there is little time or 
energy to fill in countless forms. The 
welfare system can also be hostile, 
and remains riddled with stigma.

It is this environment that has 
prompted some people to avoid 
claiming benefits altogether. 
According to figures from the charity 
Turn2Us, which provides practical 
help to people struggling financially, 
more than £17bn of means-tested 
benefits were left unclaimed in Great 
Britain in 2016-17.

The charity has seen firsthand just 
how important it is to help people 
access practical and emotional 
support to apply for benefits. It 
created an online benefits calculator, 
to help people on low incomes 
identify welfare support they are 
entitled to. It was a huge success, 
and was used more than 2m times 
in 2018. So the charity decided to 
take it a step further. Together with 
a digital partner, Reason Digital, the 
charity developed an SMS messaging 
service to help people successfully 
apply for welfare support. Called 
Connect, it allows service users 
to access information about their 
entitlements, along with step-by-
step advice from a trained digital 
volunteer on what to do next.

Users only need a mobile phone in 
order to access the service. All they 
have to do is send a text message to 
a special Turn2Us number and they 

are connected to a peer-support 
“digital buddy”. “You don’t have to 
have internet access, and you don’t 
have to be very confident using the 
internet either,” says Debby Mulling, 
Turn2Us head of engagement. 
“We’re essentially offering a virtual 
hand to hold to those who need it.”

So far this year the SMS service 
has supported 160 people with just 
11 volunteers. Turn2Us says that in 
successful cases users can secure 
an average benefits increase per 
household of £2,600 a year.

Mulling says the charity is 
passionate about helping people 
understand benefit form questions 
– especially the more complicated 
ones – and be able to access vital 
information. “We work with a 
wide range of people, whether it’s 
a parent, or a person who’s found 
[themselves] recently redundant 
– their lives can be complex and 
chaotic,” she says. “So one thing 
the volunteers also do is share 
information about other charities 
and services so that they can be 
helped with other needs beyond just 
applying for benefits.”

The Connect service brings real-
life impact. Jonathan, a man who 
has moderate learning difficulties, 

felt he had been left abandoned 
after delays with his online claim for 
universal credit. 

He contacted Turn2Us, and 
through Connect, his online 
volunteer adviser Laura arranged 
an emergency food bank delivery, 
and linked him up with another 
local charity which arranged for a 
£60 energy credit for heat and light. 
Finally, Jonathan was also put in 
touch with a specialist local welfare 
adviser who immediately took 
his case up with the Department 
for Work and Pensions to speed 
up payment.

▼ The team behind Turn2Us has 
helped many of its users secure 
substantial benefits increases

An innovative new 
service offers practical 
and emotional support 
for people on benefits

Digital 
A helping
hand for
those who
need it

and calculates risk. Action is then 
taken to intervene with the at-risk 
young person.  

As well as choosing their own 
social worker, young people are 
empowered to collaborate and 
co-produce their own intervention 
plans. In February the project took 
a step forward when frontline staff 
were given personal budgets for 
young people to spend without 
managerial approval. Removing red 
tape in this way has allowed social 
workers to think creatively and 
find solutions quickly to support 
young people and their families.
Activities range from taking a young 
person out for a meal, to paying for 
gym membership, therapy, driving 
lessons or the costs of a laptop.

For Nicolas, one-to-one meetings 
outside the family home with his 
social worker helped build up 
a trusting relationship. Slowly 
they worked together on conflict 
resolution, managing his diabetes 
and accessing specialist help to 
cut ties with the drugs gang. Over 
six months money was spent 
on redecorating his bedroom, 
encouraging Nicolas off the streets. 
He has also had driving lessons – 
something he hopes to put to use in a 
future job. He is now studying for his 
next level in electrical engineering.

“Initially he shouted abuse at 
me, but that changed and he told 
me what was troubling him,” says 
Kudakwashe Kurashwa, Nicolas’s 
social worker.  “He now has a new 
friendship group and is getting on 
well with the family, and studying 
for his level in electrical engineering 
– I have helped change the 
environment but Nicolas changed 
himself. In the past it has been hard 
to get young people to change. But 
when you see these results, it is 
really satisfying.”

Another person helped by the 
team is 16-year-old John, who has 
Asperger’s syndrome, and was 
expelled from school for smoking 
cannabis. He began using crack 
cocaine, heroin and amphetamines 
after being tricked into taking them. 
He has been helped to get off the 
drugs, had regular gym sessions and 
been supported to do triple science 
GCSEs as he is interested in a career 
in medicine.

Kelly is optimistic that social 
workers will continue with the 
devolved budgets with savings from 
care costs being given to the team to 
carry on with their work.

Nicolas has no doubt how much 
he has been helped by the team. “I 
could have been in prison now. But 
thanks to Kuda, who came into my 
life when I was going through a very 
difficult time, I am looking forward 
to bettering my life.”

The volunteering side of the 
service is innovative, too. The 
trained online volunteers have lived 
experience of claiming benefits, and 
offer practical peer-to-peer support, 
helping people to build confidence.

Turn2Us now hopes to scale 
up Connect and is keen for other 
organisations to be able to use 
the same SMS format, and benefit 
from the same type of direct digital 
dialogue. But beyond all else, 
the charity is committed to keep 
building new ways to encourage 
people to overcome the barriers in 
claiming benefits.

Linda Jackson

Rossalyn Warren

Care winner
Hillingdon council

Hillingdon adolescents team was 
set up in November 2018 to offer 
support to young people at high 
risk of being taken into care, so 
that they can remain safely at 
home. The service has its own 
devolved budget and front line 
social workers decide how best 
to spend the money to support 
teenagers who are at significant risk 
of child sexual exploitation and/
or criminal exploitation, who may 
go missing from home and face 
family breakdown. Since the team 
was established, fewer children 
have gone missing and fewer have 
been taken into care while school 
attendance has risen. 

Digital innovation winner
Turn2Us

Turn2Us is a national poverty 
charity supporting people on low 
income to navigate the benefits 
system. With digital partners 
Reason Digital, it created the 
Connect SMS service, which allows 
users to access information about 
their benefit entitlement. Users 
receive step-by-step advice from 
their own virtual ‘digital buddy’ 
volunteer peer-support worker. 

So far this year 11 volunteers have 
supported 160 people. Turn2Us 
says in successful cases users can 
secure an average benefits increase 
per household of £2,600 a year.  
Connect follows the success of 
Turn2Us’s online benefits calculator 
which helps people identify the 
benefits they are entitled. In 2018 
the calculator was used more than 
2m times.

‘It’s addressing the 
biggest impact and 
issues of youth today 
head on. We need to 
demonstrate that 
what they are doing 
should happen 
everywhere’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

‘Turn2Us helps 
disadvantaged 
people in navigating 
a complex benefits 
system. We 
appreciated how 
the design was user-
focused’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards
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W hen people 
with an alcohol 
dependence are 
in the depths 
of despair, 
they can 

sometimes be quite suspicious of 
support. They may be suffering from 
complex physical and mental health 
problems compounded by other 
social issues. Gaining the trust of 
those with a drinking problem can 

be a battle. But the Sandwell Blue 
Light project is breaking through 
these challenges and changing lives. 

Developed by Sandwell 
Metropolitan borough council in 
2015, the project has created a new 
system that identifies, engages and 
then builds a long-term rapport 
with the most difficult to reach 
drinkers. This includes those who 
do not engage with treatment, 
who are regular users of NHS 
services, or others who engage 
in criminal behaviour.

While there were existing alcohol 
services in place in the borough, 
resources were limited, and there 
was a risk people could fall through 
the net. With this in mind, the 
Blue Light project set out to ensure 
that people in need had access 
to an engaging, non-judgmental 
support system. 

The project brings together a 
cross-section of partners, including 
public health professionals, 
the ambulance and probation 
services and the police. Local GPs, 
mental health specialists, alcohol 
treatment providers and other NHS 
professionals are also on board.

The team coordinates its own 
work, identifying those having the 
greatest difficulties with alcohol 
in Sandwell, and develops jointly-
owned action plans to provide them 
with support. Team members talk 
regularly to ensure they identify and 
monitor any clients at high-risk. For 
example, a probation officer may 
have a phone call with a local GP to 
share information about a drinker’s 
risk and vulnerability. Every month, 

Public health
A guiding light for 
alcohol treatment

▼ The Blue Light project brings 
together partners including police, 
social care staff and local GPs 

An integrated project 
is helping people in the 
West Midlands who 
misuse alcohol 

M oving into a new 
two-bedroom 
bungalow in 
the village of St 
Helen Auckland in 
County Durham 

has allowed pensioners Thomas 
and Margaret Brown and their son 
Graham to spend time together 
as a family again. Four years ago, 
54-year-old Graham was involved 
in a hit and run accident, which left 
him unable to walk, forcing him to 
move into care.

Home visits were out of the 
question as Thomas and Margaret 
lived in a four-bedroom house 
without adequate wheelchair 
access. But thanks to a newbuild 
from believe housing, the north-
east’s biggest housing association, 
the couple can now welcome their 
son home for weekend visits.

The wheelchair-adaptable 
bungalow, which is just around the 
corner from the couple’s former 
home, is one of four to be completed 
in the village last year by the housing 
association, which prides itself 
on building the right homes in the 
right places – transforming lives in 
the process. “We are very happy, 
and we can see Graham is happier 
too,” says 84-year-old former factory 
worker Thomas. “The accident left 
him unable to speak or get up and 
he spends his time in his room in the 
care home. Now when he comes to 
us, we can see him smiling to himself 
and having a little giggle. It makes a 
big difference.”

Built on a vacant plot, the 
properties are part of an innovative 
£70m investment programme that 
will see more than 700 affordable 
homes being constructed across the 
north-east up to 2022.

It marks a change in fortunes 
for affordable housing in the area, 
which for decades has been hit by 
the controversial right-to-buy policy 
and years of limited construction. 
The housing association, which 
has 18,000 homes, is now on 
course to complete more than 
125 new affordable homes in the 
2019-20 financial year, with right-
to-buy sales running at just under 
that level. 

Unlike many other construction 
projects, the programme seeks 
out smaller brownfield sites in 
communities that have not seen 
affordable homes for decades. Rural 
communities have been deliberately 
targeted including the remote village 
of Rookhope, in the Penines, which 
has not seen new affordable housing 
built for more than 50 years.

Building started in 2017 and the 
first 100 homes are spread across 10 
different communities in the region, 
one of the most deprived in northern 
Europe. Many of the homes are 
bungalows with wet rooms specially 
designed for an ageing population. 
This has freed up family homes for 
other tenants.

By 2020 it is hoped that 240 new 
homes will be built a year. Already 
communities including Bishop 

Auckland, Crook and Rookhope have 
benefited from new homes, with 
construction underway in Bowburn, 
Peterlee and Seaham too. Around 
45 sites will receive new homes by 
the time the current programme is 
completed in 2022.

By focusing on social impact, 
rather than being driven by 
figures, the programme is already 
transforming the lives of local 
people most in need of affordable 
housing. One young mother in 
Seaham, for example, was able to 
move into her first home after being 
forced to live with her parents due to 
the lack of affordable housing. 

Kate Abson, director of housing 
for believe, says the housing 
association was prepared to 
change its plans if necessary. “Our 
programme is very much about need 
and tailored to build developments 
in existing communities.

“There have even been schemes 
where we have proposed family 
housing and the community have 
said that is not what is needed, so we 
have built bungalows instead.”

Bill Fullen, chief executive of 
believe housing, says housing 
organisations have been grappling 
with the aftermath of right-to-buy 
for nearly 40 years. 

“But now, for the first time, we 
can see the light at the end of the 

▼ On site: chief executive of believe 
housing Bill Fullen

In Durham, a new 
affordable housing 
scheme is tailored to the 
needs of the community

‘Alcoholics can often 
be abandoned by 
society, but this 
project shows how 
much harm can be 
reduced by a wide 
range of agencies’

‘The winning 
project tackles the 
huge challenge of 
providing housing 
on a small scale in 
areas facing major 
housing and social 
challenges’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

the team meets to review and assess 
client progress and agree on the next 
steps they can take to help.

Lisa McNally, the director of 
public health for Sandwell, says the 
project does not define people by 
anti-social behaviour. Instead, they 
look to root causes. “Unless we get 
past people’s behaviours and look to 
see what’s driving them to continue 
to drink year on year, and not engage 
with services, we will never get 
anywhere,” she says.

She describes one man in his late 
40s who was recently supported by 
the team. He was phoning the police 
several times a day, and showing 
clear signs of distress. The Blue Light 
project visited the man, and found 
he had physical health problems and 
some signs of brain damage. He had 
been the victim of domestic violence 
from his partner over several years – 
she would put cigarettes out on him, 
hit him around the head or have him 
beaten up by others. 

When the Blue Light project 
got to the root of his problems and 
coordinated with other agencies, it 
was able to support him on a path 
to recovery. “We asked: ‘why is 
he feeling the need to escape life 
every single day?’” says McNally. 
“Once we start dealing with the 
issues that may lead someone to 
start drinking, such as unstable 
accommodation, a breakdown of a 
relationship, difficulty with the law, 
or other issues, we can start to see a 
full picture.” 

The Blue Light project began 
with the involvement of 11 
councils or agencies, with local 
staff and service users in each area 
contributing their expertise. Since 
then the model has been adopted by 
a number of other local authorities 
across England and Wales.

The project started with minimal 
resources, yet has delivered 
savings of up to £150,000 for local 
emergency services. To date, more 
than 40 people have benefited from 
its support. Of that number, 18 are 
receiving ongoing harm reduction 
and risk-management help, while 
others have reduced their alcohol 
consumption, and found stable 
accommodation and employment.

The project is keen to dispel the 
myth that nothing can be done for 
those with an alcohol problem, 
because they “don’t want to 
change”. It believes that while it 
may be unable to change somebody 
completely, it can at least reduce 
the harm and manage the risks they 
pose to themselves and others. 

“It’s easier for people to forget 
these people exist,” says McNally. 
“But we work to wrap full support 
around the person. Our aim is to 
leave no one behind.”

Housing
Building for all 
the right reasons 

tunnel and begin to really tackle 
the housing crisis,” he says. “This 
turnaround to building more 
affordable homes than are being 
lost is a really important crossroad. 
It’s taken many years of hard work 
to get here, but it’s work that will 
mean that scores more families in 
communities across the area will 
have access to an affordable and 
secure home.”

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

Rossalyn Warren

Linda Jackson

▼ Margaret and Thomas Brown 
outside their new home in St Helen 
Auckland in County Durham

Housing winner
believe housing

Believe housing’s innovative 
£70m newbuild programme is 
reversing the slow erosion of 
affordable housing in County 
Durham and injecting new life into 
rural communities. Launched in 
2017, the scheme is unlike most 
other projects in the sector as it 
has targeted smaller, brownfield 
sites and includes houses that 
have been adapted for wheelchair 
use. The first 100 homes to be 
completed were built in 10 different 
communities, helping to provide 
sustainable growth in each 
neighbourhood. Around 700 homes 
are planned on smaller brownfield 
sites in existing communities with 
more in the pipeline.

Public health and wellbeing winner
The Blue Light Project

The Blue Light project identifies 
and builds a long-term rapport 
with people with difficult to reach 
people who misuse alcohol who 
are not in contact with treatment 
services. Sandwell metropolitan 
borough council created the 
project in 2015, bringing together 
a cross-section of agencies to 
provide advice and care for those 
struggling with alcohol and other 

complex needs. The partners 
include the ambulance, police 
and probation services and local 
GPs – all of whom talk regularly 
to discuss the project’s progress. 
To date, the Blue Light Project 
has supported more than 40 
people, helping them to reduce 
their alcohol intake, and move 
into stable accommodation 
and employment.
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Like many local 
authorities, Kirklees 
council has an ageing 
population, and is 
experiencing an 
increased demand for 

social care. Projections suggest the 
demand for care jobs locally could 

rise by as much as 40% by 2030, 
requiring an additional 5,700 care 
workers. At the same time care 
providers often struggle to recruit 
staff, however, resulting in long 
waiting lists for home care and 
delays to hospital discharges.

In 2017 Kirklees developed its 
In2Care service to help employers 
reach prospective employees. 
The council began by creating a 
Facebook page to act as a one-
stop shop where providers could 
advertise their vacancies. “While 
it got quite a lot of followers, we 
weren’t seeing a real increase in 
people applying for jobs,” says Karen 
Wisniewski, council workforce 
planning manager. 

Realising that some people with 
work-life balance issues might only 
be able to work certain days and 
times, and that the need to make 
separate applications to different 
employers might be a deterrent, 
the council decided to introduce 
a matching service for applicants 
and employers. It began inviting 
prospective applicants to explain 
what kind of work they were 
looking for, and the times they were 
available, enabling the council to 
create a profile of each individual. 
That profile is then sent to employers, 
who can assess whether they have 
a role that matches that person’s 
requirements. “And if they have, we 
release that person’s contact details,” 

Recruitment
Creating a new pathway
into a vital service 
In2Care addresses a 
shortage of care workers 
and helps local residents 
into new roles

T he Lighthouse is 
more than just a 
forward-thinking, 
innovative approach to 
transforming support 
for children who have 

been sexually abused, says its 
delivery and service manager Emma 
Harewood. “It’s also my personal 
baby,” she admits.

Traditionally, a number of 
voluntary and statutory agencies 
would have offered support 
to these children and young 
people, including the police, 
social services, NSPCC and other 
specialist providers – all working 
independently of each other and 
all from different sites. But The 
Lighthouse, based in north London, 
is unique. It is breaking through 
those boundaries and bringing all 
these services under one roof. 

Children and young people now 

have access to medical, social care, 
therapeutic and legal support from a 
single location in Camden. The aim 
is to help them recover from abuse 
at their own pace – and to get the 
justice they deserve to rebuild their 
lives. It is designed on the Barnahus 
– or “children’s house” – model, 
which was developed in Iceland, but 
is now used widely across Europe. 

“One of the big issues for children 
and their families was being left 
to navigate a complex pathway 
of professional support, right at 
the time when they are feeling 
at their most vulnerable,” says 
Harewood, a paediatric dietitian by 
background who helped establish 
The Lighthouse. “What’s so 
important about The Lighthouse 
is all the services are under one 
roof,” she says. “The children can 
access services when they are ready. 
We also help the parents walk the 
journey with them but make sure the 
child’s voice is heard throughout.” 

The Lighthouse brings together 
University College London 
Hospitals NHS foundation trust in 
partnership with the Tavistock and 
Portman NHS  foundation trust, 
the NSPCC, Solace Women’s Aid, 
the Metropolitan police, Camden 
council and the charities Respond 
and the Brandon Centre.

It has a team of 36 staff from 
different professional backgrounds. 
It includes an advocate for each child 
or young person and their parents 
or carers, a child psychologist 
and a play specialist who helps 
prepare them for meetings with a 
paediatrician and a nurse. There is 
also input from a police officer and 
various therapists who can help the 
abused person in different ways, 
alongside liaison officers for the 
police and social services.

Putting such a diverse team 
together was a huge achievement in 
itself. “People always ask me how I 
did it, but I say that I just smile – it 
seems to work!” laughs Harewood.

But she acknowledges that having 
a clear vision of what was wrong 
with services provision and how that 
needed to be addressed helped her 
bring people on board. 

“Having six different agencies 
working in one building together 
and to create processes together was 
a huge challenge,” she says. “We all 
care about the child, but we all have 
different languages. If it got difficult, 
we had to remember that we were 
here for the child.”

At The Lighthouse all evidence-
gathering interviews for court 
proceedings are carried out in one 
place, alongside support from 
specialist health and social care staff. 

The children and young people 
are also interviewed on site by a 
clinical psychologist rather than 
a police officer – adopting the 
Icelandic approach designed to 
reduce the trauma and capture the 
young person’s story in full. It was 
a controversial move: the police 
needed to be convinced initially that 
a child psychologist could gather the 
evidence in a way that would work 
in court, says Harewood. 

The centre, which opened its 
doors in October 2018, received 276 
referrals in its first nine months and 
is expecting to reach more than 400 
by the end of its first year.

It was developed on the 
back of the results of a review, 
commissioned by NHS England, 
to identify the needs of children 
who had been sexually abused and 
how the national response to those 
needs compares to international 
best practice. 

▼ The Lighthouse team includes 
specialists from the NSPCC, social 
services and the police

Protection and support 
for children who have 
been sexually abused is 
now under one roof

‘The service 
addresses a clear 
national priority. 
Starting small and 
growing organically, 
it is replicable across 
other sectors, not just 
local government’

‘The Lighthouse 
demonstrated great 
practice: putting 
children at the centre 
of the service. It 
was implemented 
efficiently and done 
with great sensitivity’

says Wisniewski. “So it’s a bit of a 
dating agency for jobs.”

The service was soon inundated 
with applications. Although care 
providers find it hard to recruit, 
it quickly became apparent, says 
Wisniewski, that there are a lot of 
people “who want to work in care 
but still can’t access a job, and that’s 
often because employers can’t offer 
flexible enough shifts.” 

Some parents, for example, can 
work school hours but not evenings, 
early mornings or weekends. 
When the council has carried out 
Facebook polls, it has found that 
a flexible working pattern is “far 
more attractive” to applicants than 
either salary or a career pathway. If 
applicants cannot find a role that 
matches that need for flexibility they 
will go to a different sector, she says.

Recognising that applicants have 
different requirements, Kirklees has 
encouraged employers to be more 
creative about how they recruit 
and deploy staff. Since the service’s 
launch, it has helped bring 530 local 
people into social care jobs with 
local employers, including home 
care, residential care and personal 
assistant roles. In2Care has proved 
hugely popular with applicants. 
“Without your service, people like 
me who have never worked in the 
care industry would struggle to get 
our foot in the door,” one wrote. 

While 39% of those recruited 
were new to the industry, says 

Transformation
The safest space 
for those in need
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Harewood, who carried out the 
two-year review, spoke to 800 staff 
across agencies in London, listening 
to what they said the problems were. 

“I was so shocked by the lack of 
service,” she says. “We were really 
letting the children down. I was 
determined to keep going until we’d 
made a difference.” For those young 
people already receiving its support 
the impact of The Lighthouse has 
been huge. “It makes you feel safe 
and supported,” said one. Another 
said of the team: “They were the first 
people to believe me.”

▼ Kirklees council has helped more 
than 500 local people find jobs in 
social care since 2017

Wisniewski, applicants come from 
a range of backgrounds, including 
“students, people looking for 
apprenticeships, people who want 
a complete career change, or people 
already with an employer who 
want a new challenge.” Care jobs 
are highly attractive because most 
employers will take people without 
experience and qualifications. 
“What they’re looking for is that 
passion to work with people and 
make a difference,” says Wisniewski.

The council continues to work 
with employers to make them 
more effective in their dealings 
with applicants – some have 
“overly bureaucratic” processes, 
says Wisniewski, or do not keep 
applicants up-to-date. But the 
service has given employers an 
incentive to improve their approach 
to recruitment. If the council gives 
out details of a candidate who 
can work flexible hours, drive 
and is willing to travel, they will 
be immediately contacted by a 
dozen employers. “Then it becomes 
question of who is the quickest to 
contact that person, get them in for 
interview and offer them a position, 
so it’s making them more efficient in 
the way they recruit,” she says.

From the perspective of 
employers, the scheme has been 
a boon. “We’ve had some great 
feedback from them to the point 
where their head offices are asking 
why other councils aren’t offering 
the same kind of service,” says 
Wisniewski. It’s a model, she 
believes, that could work well 
nationally and with other sectors 
and services that are struggling. “It’s 
about trying to make that job market 
accessible to people.”

And it is not just applicants 
and employers who have seen the 
benefits. As job vacancies have 
been filled, the service has made 
a difference to local residents 
needing social care: “It’s helping 
to reduce council waiting lists for 
services – the whole point is to 
increase workforce capacity to 
be able to give a quality service to 
Kirklees citizens.”

Kim Thomas

Lynn Eaton

▲ The Lighthouse service and 
delivery manager Emma Harewood
photograph: sarah m lee

Transformation winner
The Lighthouse

The Lighthouse opened in north 
London last year and uniquely 
offers multi-agency support under 
one roof for young people up to the 
age of 18 who have been sexually 
abused. Children and young people 
have access to medical, therapeutic 
and legal support. The aim is to help 
them recover at their own pace – and 
to get the justice they deserve. The 
Lighthouse is run by University 
College London Hospitals NHS 
foundation trust in partnership with 
others including the Metropolitan 
police and Camden council. Its 
child-centred approach is based on 
the Icelandic Barnahus model.  

Recruitment and HR  winner
Kirklees council

Kirklees is a large local authority 
in West Yorkshire responsible for 
a population of 437,000. About 
17% of residents are aged over 
65 – a figure predicted to increase 
by 19%, or 14,115 people, between 
2017 and 2027. Two years ago, it 
launched In2Care, a service that 
matches care sector employers 
with potential job applicants. 

Today there are 110 employers 
enrolled with the service, and 
the council has provided support 
to 1,500 people who have shown 
an interest in working in the care 
sector. The In2Care Facebook page 
illustrates its popularity: it now has 
3,700 followers, and each month 
it receives 60 new contacts and 
publishes 35 new job adverts.
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T he West Midlands is an 
extremely ethnically 
diverse area. Yet its 
fire service has not, 
until now, reflected 
the makeup of the 

community it serves. For the last 
four years it has worked hard to 
attract more people from under-
represented groups, including 
women and people from black, 
Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) 
communities. And its efforts have 
paid off. 

From having only 5% women 
firefighters in 2014, it now has 10% – 
double the national average for fire 
services. Since January 2018, 27% 
of the new firefighters employed 
are women and 32% come from 
BAME backgrounds. 

“That for us is a clear indicator 
we are doing something right,” 
says West Midlands fire service 
operational watch commander 
Danyal Perager. “People are seeing 
that change. I really believe the 
interest will double.”

It is hoped that between 2020 
and 2021 60% of its trainee recruits 
will be female and 35% come from 
BAME backgrounds. So what has 
been behind its success so far? Its 
diversity, inclusion, cohesion and 
equality (DICE) team has gone the 
extra mile to appeal to people who 
might previously not have thought 
the fire service was a job for them. 

The team turned to social 
media to recruit people it might 
not have reached through more 
traditional recruitment routes. 
With the support of a website 
development company used by 
the Fire Service College, the team 
gathered information generated by 
algorithms to identify and target 

under-represented groups. Now 
initial recruitment messages go out 
via Facebook and other social media 
channels. The service invites people 
who are interested to attend an open 
evening where they can hear more 
about what the work involves.

It has used its novel approach 
to recruit both women and BAME 
applicants, alongside more 
traditional strategies including 
talking to local communities, careers 
fairs and working in the community 
on prevention, all of which increase 
understanding of its work.

The open evenings offer a chance 
to talk about becoming a firefighter. 
The DICE team also asks women 
already on the staff to talk to the 
group about their experiences and 
how the modern fire service has 
changed. “It’s all about building 
their confidence, that it’s not a male-
dominated service anymore,” says 
Perager, who is delighted that, at an 
open evening for women in October, 
all 20 who attended indicated they 
plan to apply. For BAME recruits the 
evening is similar: an introduction, 
details of the support network 
groups available to them, and 
hearing from role models. 

The service also has a number of 
staff support networks to recognise 
and promote diversity. There is one 
for women firefighters, for people 
with dyslexia, for people from Asian 
backgrounds, an LGBT group and 
Inspire, which has been established 
for black Caribbean staff. “It’s about 
allowing potential recruits to see we 
have these networks,” says Perager.

Would-be recruits are also told 
early on about any safety restrictions 
that might affect wearing religious 
clothing or facial hair. Wearing 
a turban, headwear or having a 
beard, for example, can impact on 
the effectiveness of a fire fighter’s 
breathing equipment. 

“The hard bit is getting the 
numbers in through the door, 
then for them to go away a lot 
more informed, thinking they 
can be a firefighter, and then to go 
through the recruitment process,” 
says Perager. “Using social media is 
definitely a new approach for the fire 

service. Other brigades have shown 
an interest in it.” 

The open evenings help unpick 
misconceptions about the service, 
such as thinking only men can be 
firefighters. In an emergency the 
gender or ethnicity of firefighters 
is not an issue, says Perager. “The 
West Midlands is a massively 
diverse community and we want to 
reflect that,” he says. 

“Whether male or female, we are 

Diversity
New faces on the
fire front line 
The West Midlands is 
taking steps to have a 
fire service as diverse 
as its community

‘Given the history 
and relationship 
of the fire service 
towards women, 
this demonstrates 
a significant 
movement’
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▼ Since January 2018, 27% of new 
recruits for the West Midlands fire 
service are women
photograph: aaron manning

Lynn Eaton

all firefighters. We are all the same. 
But females are under-represented, 
so the more females we get in, 
the more effective we will be in 
attracting that group.”

Diversity can be a huge 
advantage when working with 
the community on preventative 
work, such as fitting fire alarms. 
“It can help in our engagement 
with those groups. We want to be 
approachable,” he says.

▼ Since it was set up last year, 60 
newly qualified social workers have 
gone through Coventry’s academy 

of that journey to ‘good’. You do feel 
quite evangelical about that – that 
what we are doing is best practice 
and we are going to try and embed 
that in the team.” 

The programme has also helped 
with retention. Between May last 
year and May 2019 there has been a 
50% drop in its use of agency staff. 

“It’s created a more permeant 
and stable workforce,” says Pardy-
McLaughlin. “But the culture of 
the environment has also changed 

Branded as “inadequate” 
by Ofsted inspectors five 
years ago, Coventry city 
council realised it had 
to do something if it was 
ever going to achieve its 

ambition to become “good” and be 
the employer of choice for graduate 
social workers. With a new director 
of children’s services and a new 
principal social worker in place in 
2016, the authority designed a new 
social work academy model with 
advice from local universities. 

“We took a long hard look at 
ourselves in 2016. We knew that 
we had some really good social 
workers and needed to improve 
the brand and the reputation of 
children’s services,” says children’s 
principal social worker Lee Pardy-
McLaughlin. “I felt we needed an 
academy that supported social 
workers at the point of qualifying, 
which would help them to be 
practice-ready,” he says.

“But another part of the problem 
was that there was a shortage of 
placements for students in their final 
year, both nationally and regionally. 

We found that a lot of newly 
qualified social workers who came 
to us had never even knocked on a 
family’s door before.” Now, all newly 
qualified social workers at Coventry 
spend their first six months attached 
to the academy. 

They are given a limited case load 
and are attached to a children’s team, 
spending one day a week in the field 
shadowing a more experienced 
social worker. The remainder of 
the week is spent at the academy 
on learning and development. “I 
say the academy is like a paddling 

pool – we work very slowly at 
building up their confidence,” says 
Pardy-McLaughlin.

So far 60 newly qualified social 
workers have gone through the 
academy since it was set up last year. 
It has two intakes annually – and the 
initiative is already bringing results. 
Feedback from social workers 
illustrates its success. 

Social worker Bethan McKechnie 
joined Coventry in January last 
year on its fast-track to social work 
programme. She qualified in May 
and went straight into the academy. 

“It’s given me a great start,” 
she says. “Coming off a fast-track 
programme it’s given me the chance 
to catch my breath and slow down 
a bit and think about making that 
transition from a student into 
professional social work.”

McKechnie says she feels part 
of Coventry’s journey towards 
becoming a “good” authority. “There 
is very much a sense that we are part 

Learning
When best practice
makes perfect

‘A very smart way of 
growing your own 
social workers. It 
demonstrates that 
what they are doing 
should happen 
everywhere. We like 
that they took risks’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

A new academy for 
social workers is turning 
around Coventry’s 
children’s services

Debbie Andalo

Workforce learning and development winner
Coventry city council

Coventry city council’s social work 
academy opened in July last year. 
Newly qualified social workers 
spend their first six months 
attached to the academy, which 
has two intakes annually – so far, 
60 newly qualified social workers 
have been through its doors. 
The new recruits have a limited 
case load and are attached to a 
children’s team. They spend one 

day a week in the field shadowing 
a more experienced social worker 
and the remainder of the week at 
the council’s academy on learning 
and development. The initiative 
is helping significantly with 
recruitment and retention, and the 
creation of  a more stable workforce 
– between May last year and May 
2019 Coventry’s use of agency 
social workers has fallen by 50%.

to one which is devoted to learning 
and development.”

So what does the principal social 
worker think sets the Coventry 
academy apart from others? “I think 
its unique selling point has to be 
the learning and support which is 
available to newly qualified social 
workers. It’s about working with 
experienced social workers who 
know what good practice looks like 
and supporting our newly qualified 
social workers to grow and develop.”  

West Midlands fire service is the 
second largest fire and rescue 
service in the UK. It covers 
Birmingham, Coventry, Solihull, 
Walsall, Wolverhampton and 
Dudley, an area with a diverse 
population of 3 million. The 
organisation has 1,887 staff – 1,387 
of them operational firefighters. 
Of operational staff, 90 % are men 

and 10.3% identify as black, Asian 
and minority ethnic (BAME). The 
service is successfully using social 
media to attract more female 
recruits and those from BAME 
communities to work as firefighters. 
So far, 32 % of its new recruits are 
women and 26 % BAME. Its long-
term goal is for 60% of recruits to be 
female and 35% BAME.

Workforce diversity winner
West Midlands fire service
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charges, unpaid leave and childcare 
bills for siblings.

Its Employer with Heart charter 
mark recognises employers that 
offer staff extended leave and 
full pay if they have a premature 
baby. Waltham Forest was the first 
organisation from either the public 
or private sectors to be accredited 
under the scheme. 

“The council was the first 
employer to sign up to the charter 
mark and as far as we are aware is 
the first public sector employer to 
offer its staff something like this,” 
says The Smallest Things founder 
Catriona Ogilvy. “What Waltham 
Forest did was a really big move.” 

‘A small but brilliant 
change to help 
parents of premature 
babies – amazing 
influence on other 
large organisations. 
A star’

Judges’ comments
PublicService Awards
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W altham Forest 
council has 
blazed a trail 
by becoming 
the first public 
sector employer 

in the UK to introduce extra leave 
on full pay to employees who have a 
baby born prematurely. 

The move by the London 
borough has inspired other 
organisations from across the 
sectors to follow its lead including 
Sony Music, Nationwide and the 
Greater London Authority. 

“It’s a small thing we can do that 
will make a huge difference for 
families. I don’t understand why 
more employers don’t do this,” 
says Labour council deputy leader 
Clyde Loakes. Waltham Forest came 
up with the idea when it was looking 
for ways to boost the benefits of 
town hall staff who have faced years 
of austerity and a pay freeze.

Current statutory maternity 
and paternity benefits make no 
allowance for premature births. 
There is no extra money or leave 
available if a baby comes early and 
has to spend weeks in hospital. 
Indeed, the government, which 
has just finished consulting on its 
proposals to introduce statutory 
neonatal benefits, acknowledges 
that the current system does not 
adequately support parents in 
these circumstances. But Waltham 
Forest is ahead of the game.  

It took the initiative and since 
last year has offered special support 
in the shape of extra pay and 

extended leave to parents who have 
a premature baby.

Under its deal, mothers working 
for the council are entitled to extra 
full pay from the day the baby is born 
until its due date – paid immediately 
to help cover unexpected costs. 

They can also claim extended 
leave, which is calculated as the time 
between the date the baby is born 
and its due date. The extra time off is 
added on to the date their maternity 
leave is due to end. Partners and 
fathers of premature babies are 
also entitled to the same benefits. 
“What we decided to do was fill the 
gap and pay for those earlier weeks 
in hospital, which would normally 
come out of maternity pay,” says 
Waltham Forest council head of 
human resources Stuart Petrie. 
“If a baby is born prematurely the 
parents’ stress levels are through 
the roof. They aren’t thinking about 
being paid – it’s not a priority. But 
now they have the knowledge that 
they will be paid.” 

Four staff have benefited since the 
policy was introduced in 2018 and 
have claimed between one and 14 
weeks of extra paid leave. It cost the 
council less than £20,000 in its first 
year. Rochelle Francis is a customer 
services officer at Waltham Forest. 
Her triplets – Saint, Shiloh and 
Savannah – were born 14 weeks early; 
they spent five months in hospital 
before they were allowed home.

“At the beginning I was going 
backwards and forwards to hospital 
by taxi which was costing me £50 
a day. But money wasn’t a priority 
at the time, the priority was the 
babies,” says Francis. “However 
having that money for the 14 weeks 
meant that I could get my finances 
back on track.” 

She says the council support has 
made her more loyal to Waltham 
Forest. “I think all local authorities 
and big establishments should be 
offering this policy because of the 
security it offers you”.

“It was one less stress and one less 
burden – it was the best feeling.”

Waltham Forest sought advice 
from the charity The Smallest Things 
when it was drawing up the policy. 
The charity, which supports parents 
of premature babies, estimates that 
the average stay in neonatal care 
costs a family more than £2,500, and 
includes expenses for travel, parking 

▼ The parents of babies born 
prematurely face both financial 
and personal stress
photograph: getty images

A London borough leads 
the way with a benefits 
scheme to help workers 
with premature births

Staff wellbeing 
Support for new
parents who are
under pressure

Debbie Andalo

▶ Rochelle Francis with her triplets, 
who were born 14 weeks early ▲ Windsor Fellowship chair Kevin Coutinho completed his placement at the organisation in 1997

employment market by black, 
Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) 
undergraduates. Plenty of BAME-led 
voluntary sector organisations were 
closing, post-recession, and he did 
not want it to be another casualty. 
“If you go back to the riots, from a 
community cohesion perspective 
it’s so important that we keep 
organisations that focus on race 
going,” he says.

But he thinks people are too often 
only interested in funding initiatives 
where groups are seen as being at 
risk. “Society is not changing as fast 
as it needs to. Our institutions don’t 
reflect Britain,” he says.

Coutinho collected coins as a 
child. He always liked the motto 
on the old 2p piece: “Ich dien” – or 
“I serve”. He also likes the £2 coin, 
with its inscription “standing on the 
shoulders of giants”, and shows it to 
students he is talking to. 

“I always tell them that they are 
tomorrow’s giants,” he says.

Rachel Williams

T here is a pretty simple 
ethos at the heart of 
what Kevin Coutinho 
does. “I want the world 
to be better by the time 
I’m dead,” says the 

43-year-old. It is this, coupled with 
his commitment to equality, that 
drives him to not just do his day job 
at a university, but also – unpaid 
– run the Windsor Fellowship, a 
charity helping talented young 
people from diverse ethnic 
backgrounds fulfil their potential.

Coutinho went through the 
Windsor Fellowship’s prestigious 
leadership programme for 
undergraduates himself, sponsored 
by the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office, where he did a three-month 
placement in 1997. Later, he came 
back to mentor other young people 
and, in 2012, when the charity was 
struggling with the fallout of the 
recession, he stepped in as chair of 
the trustees.

As private sector funding dried 
up and government policy shifted 
away from race equality initiatives, 
Coutinho used his expertise in 
management and business to carry 
out a radical restructure, adapting 

the programme delivery model and 
reducing overhead costs. It was 
his zeal and tenacious leadership, 
according to Faeeim Nori, the 
co-trustee who nominated him for 
this year’s Leadership Excellence 
award, that rescued Windsor 
Fellowship from the brink of closure.

Today the charity works with 
schools, colleges and universities, 
offering innovative personal 
development and leadership 
programmes, mentoring, 
scholarships and paid internships 
with leading private and public 
sector organisations. Over 
the past 18 years Coutinho 
himself has mentored more 
than 500 people, from GCSE to 
post-doctoral students.

On top of that, he advises 
colleagues, writes proposals, 
coaches staff, is a facilitator on the 
charity’s programmes and ensures it 
remains in good financial health.

The son of a mechanic and 
a secretary of Goan heritage, 
Coutinho was the first of his family 
to go university. But aside from one 
excellent lecturer, he found the 
experience alienating. “When I went 
I didn’t even know what a 2:1 was,” 
he says.

Coutinho says the charity 
helped to give him exposure to 
things he wouldn’t have otherwise 
had. “Universities give you the 
formalities of an education, but they 
don’t necessarily tell you why you’re 
there or how to make the most of it,” 
he says. “It helped me understand 
little things, like being able to make 
a presentation – the little things 

that people from more privileged 
backgrounds take for granted.”

In 2005, Coutinho completed 
an International MBA at Madrid’s 
Instituto de Empresa, after being 
awarded a scholarship. “I realised that 
to run a charity effectively you needed 
to understand business,” he says. 
“You can’t only do the feelgood stuff.”

He does his paid job in 
compressed hours to make time 
for his work with the WF, and says 
he gets the best out of staff and 
volunteers by talking to them and 
asking questions. 

“They often say I convince them 
to do things they wouldn’t want to 
ordinarily do,” he says.

Coutinho’s proudest achievement 
is the fact the Windsor Fellowship 
still exists. It was born in 1986 
as an outcome of the Windsor 
Conference, held in the aftermath 
of that decade’s race riots to look 
at the causes of the unrest and 
solutions to barriers faced in the 

Leadership
Going back to
where it all began
Mentoring the next 
generation is a calling 
for this former Windsor 
Fellowship beneficiary

Workforce wellbeing winner
Waltham Forest council

Waltham Forest council is the first 
public sector organisation to offer 
staff premature baby benefits. Town 
hall employees are entitled to full 
pay and extended leave from the 
day of the baby’s delivery until 
the due date. So far four staff have 
taken up the offer, which has cost 
the Labour-controlled council 

£20,000. The initiative was driven 
by the authority’s determination to 
find new ways to reward staff who 
have faced years of pay freezes and 
austerity. Other organisations from 
the private and public sectors have 
followed Waltham Forest’s lead, 
including Sony Music, Nationwide 
and the Greater London Authority.

Leadership excellence winner
Kevin Coutinho

Kevin Coutinho, chair of trustees at 
the Windsor Fellowship since 2012, 
saw the value of its work with young 
people from ethnic minorities 
when he went through one of the 
organisation’s programmes himself 
as a student. State educated in 
Harrow, north-west London, He 
was the first in his family to go to 

university and found the fellowship 
gave him a crucial confidence boost. 
After graduating he developed 
a passion for mentoring and has 
since worked with around 1,500 
young people, mentoring 500. As 
chair of trustees he does everything 
from designing programmes to 
coaching staff.

‘An inspirational 
leader who sets very 
high standards and 
is committed to the 
personal leadership 
development of many 
people through his 
voluntary role’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards
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O ne of Charles 
Cracknell’s favourite 
examples of the way 
unlocking someone’s 
entrepreneurial spirit 
changes lives is the 

young unemployed woman who, 
when she first met him, said: “I 
hate people.” He was trying to get 
her involved in the enterprise skills 
training programme he had set up 
for young people on benefits, but 
it was an uphill battle. “We were 
told by the job centre advisers: 
‘There’s no way she’ll do this,’” says 
Cracknell, youth enterprise manager 
at Hull city council, who Guardian 
readers have voted 2019’s public 
servant of the year. 

Yet the team offering one-to-
one business mentoring and group 
sessions on the Making Changes for 
Careers (MCFC) scheme did not give 
up easily. “We refused to let her go,” 
says Cracknell, whose perseverance 
paid off as her confidence eventually 
grew. Today she runs her own 
business selling crocheted baby 
blankets, hats and headbands, and is 
an ambassador for MCFC. 

That programme is just one part of 
a remarkable system of interlinked 
learning, development and funding 
opportunities designed by Cracknell 
to foster an enterprise culture in 
Hull, many elements of which are his 
own creations. Although the city has 

been put back on the map in recent 
years, thanks in part to being named 
City of Culture in 2017, much of it 
remains seriously disadvantaged; 
in September government figures 
revealed it was the English 
local authority with the fourth 
highest proportion of deprived 
neighbourhoods.

Cracknell, 58, a former Labour 
councillor for Hull city council 
and Humberside county council, 
believes encouraging children 
and young people to think in an 
enterprising way is key. “I think 
it raises aspiration that isn’t 
necessarily there,” he says. “It then 
means that people have higher 
expectations of young people, which 
then in turn means they start giving 
them more of a chance.”

That is why, in the city’s 
classrooms, children learn about 
enterprise from as young as four. 
Perhaps most crucially, though, 
and thanks to Cracknell, there is 
cash available to help young people 
inspired by what they have learnt to 
actually set up in business. 

When his father, a former scout 
leader, died soon after he took up 
his role at the council 16 years ago, 
Cracknell decided to use some of 
his own money to create a grant 
scheme in his memory. Since then, 
with £350,000 further funding from 
grant-making organisations and 
local businesses, the John Cracknell 
Youth Enterprise Bank has provided 
mentoring and grants of up to £1,000 
to 565 young people, supporting 
everyone from chocolatiers to 
makers of motivational sportswear.

“It fitted my work agenda but also 
my father was a great influence on 
my life and it helped me remember 
him and his commitment to young 
people,” says Cracknell. 

It is a commitment he has clearly 
inherited. Cracknell was nominated 
for the Guardian award for the 
way he has always been there to 
support young entrepreneurs, often 
continuing to give them advice 
and helping them find business 
opportunities years after they have 
finished on an official programme – 
and for encouraging them to trade 
with each other and work with him 
to inspire the next generation.

“We don’t just see them as a 
figure,” he says. “I hope I’d be able 
to recognise all of them if I bumped 
into them.”

He is driven by “sheer bloody 
mindedness”. “I will look at any 
opportunities and bring them 
together to find the solution for the 
youngster that needs something,” 
he says. “I don’t give a tinker’s cuss 
what anybody else thinks about 
me. I’ve got no ambition. But if 
something comes along I’ll find a 
way of using it.”

When he is not doing that, he is 
supporting his beloved Manchester 
City, and is delighted he managed to 
name one of his schemes – MCFC – 
with it in mind. “It’s part of the fun,” 
he says.

For Cracknell, being enterprising 
is not just about running a business, 
and its benefits are not limited to 
making money. “It’s about them 
being more enterprising students, 
employees, parents, aunties, 
uncles,” he says. His latest focus is 
on care leavers, whom he says are 
naturally enterprising. Hull has a 
proud history of entrepreneurship, 
Cracknell points out, including film 

Hull city council’s Charles 
Cracknell is changing 
young lives with 
entrepreneurial funding

‘Charles has helped to 
create a sustainable 
youth enterprise 
ecosystem that is 
second to none’

Nathan Turner
Hull city council

Public servant
of the year
A commitment to
helping young
people thrive

tycoon J Arthur Rank, the founder 
of The Rank Organisation who was 
born in the city. Now, he says, it is 
critical that entrepreneurial culture 
is revived. “What’s happened in the 
last 10 years is a recognition that 
we’ve got to do things for ourselves,” 
he says. “Part of that is securing 
inward investment, supporting local 
business and helping Hull people to 
generate their own business ideas.”

Supporting youth enterprise, he 
says, is not “big, bright and shiny”, 
but it is rewarding. “When you’ve 
got a 14-year-old that says they 
want to run their own business and 
they’re actually doing it, or when a 
youngster you helped offers to help 
you, it’s a sense of achievement.”

Rachel Williams

▲ Charles Cracknell’s stellar career in 
public service has been defined by his 
business mentoring for young people 
photograph: tom arran photo

Public servant of the year
Charles Cracknell 

Charles Cracknell founded the John 
Cracknell Youth Enterprise Bank 
in 2004 in memory of his father. 
It supports young people aged 13 
to 21 in Hull, East Riding and parts 
of North Yorkshire with grants 
and mentors, and has so far given 
out 565 bursaries of up to £1,000 
to individuals and groups who 
need finance to get their business 
idea off the ground. The average 
grant is £650, while practical 
help with developing ideas is 
also on offer. A third of the bank’s 
management group are young 
entrepreneurs, and it also supports 
enterprise education for children 
as young as four. 
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Care runners up
ILF Scotland transition 
fund
Young people with disabilities 
are being helped to realise their 
potential and lead independent 
lives, thanks to a pioneering new 
service that places them at its heart. 
Hundreds of 16- to 25-year-olds in 
Scotland and Northern Ireland have 
been helped to make the transition 
to adulthood via an easy-to-use 
digital system of grants.

Co-produced by service users, the 
Independent Living Transition Fund 
(Scotland) for Young People has a 
simple person-led application process 
– unlike traditional services there is no 
need for a formal needs assessment or 
complicated application process. 

Harvey Tilley, chief operating 
o�  cer, says the project has been 
transformative: “The impact for 
young people has been incredible 
... they have been given the trust, 
dignity and respect to determine what 
is important to them.” 

Applicants include young people 
on the autism spectrum and those 
with learning disabilities, mental 
ill health or physical di�  culties. 
Grants average £2,500 and there is 
a limit of £7,500 a year. Since the 
digital launch of the fund a year ago, 
more than 1,000 applications have 
been approved .

Mary Stevens Hospice
A hospice project aimed at improving 
services for people on the margins 
of society has broken new ground 
in palliative care training. Working 
with Birmingham City University, 
learning disability organisations, 
police and hostel workers, sta�  at the 
Mary Stevens Hospice in the West 
Midlands have held workshops on 
palliative care and raised awareness 
of support. It is thought to be the 
� rst time police in the UK have had 
palliative care training.

The hospice originally focused on 
the needs of people with learning 
disabilities and dementia. It invested 
in specialist sensory equipment to 
support patients in a safe setting 
and included picture signs to 
clinical services. But the death of a 
homeless man in Dudley prompted 

Runners-up 2019
Meet the best 
of the rest 
There are hundreds of 
PSA entries each year. 
Here, we look at those 
who narrowly missed 
out on 2019’s top spots

sta�  to expand the project and hold 
workshops raising awareness of 
palliative care and bereavement 
support to police, hostel workers 
and local authority sta� . Police 
discovered the body of 46-year-old 
Steven Garratt in a derelict spot, 
with his dog at his side. It was just 
seven miles from the hospice, 
which wants to see palliative and 
end-of-life care accessible, inclusive 
and available to all. Gemma Allen, 
hospice diversity and inclusion 
lead, says: “Steven’s death got us 
thinking about how we could help 
people who are homeless. People 
experiencing homelessness may 
face obstacles accessing healthcare.”    

Climate champions 
runners up
May fi eld and Easthouses 
Development Trust
“What has wings and spends 
most of its lifetime in the River 
Esk?” volunteer Joy Godfrey asks 
in the � rst video she made with 
the May� eld and Easthouses 
Development Trust (MAEDT) to 
highlight sewage pollution near 
Dalkeith, Midlothian, caused in 
part by increased heavy rainfall. “A 
sanitary towel,” she answers with 
a grimace, � shing one out of the 
water. Within a week the � lm, in 
which Godfrey also shows o�  slimy 
clumps of blackened wet wipes, 
tampons and a condom, had been 
viewed 2,000 times. 

A second � lm, in the Mary Burn 
tributary, quickly attracted the 
attention of the local member of the 
Scottish parliament. The campaign 
eventually led to a cleanup 
operation that saw Scottish Water 
remove more than 3,000 bin bags of 
sewage debris . Meanwhile, the issue 
of sewage pollution has been raised 
in the Scottish and Westminster 
parliaments. “In June 2018 just 
about every other rock was covered 
with a wet wipe,” Godfrey says of the 
part of the river near her house that 
inspired her action. 

December 2018 showed the new 
average award was just £308.

Another bene� t is that people 
are now getting higher quality 
furniture, explains one of the 
scheme’s o�  cers, Christina 
Campbell . “[Before] we had to go 
to the low end of the market, and 
a lot of those items didn’t have a 
long shelf life, so in turn they would 
end up in land� ll,” she says. “Now 
we supply better quality items 
they’ve got a lot more life in them.”  
The new system also empowers 
applicants by allowing them to 
decide how to spend their award. At 
Emmaus, there’s a dedicated team 
for the system, which gives roles to 
formerly homeless volunteers who 
have been supported by the charity.

“Now applicants are entitled to go 
and choose the items, they can have 
their own tastes,” Campbell says. 
“I’m very proud of it.” 

Digital innovation 
runners up
University hospitals 
Birmingham NHS 
foundation trust
Working long shifts in a busy 
hospital can be tiring and chaotic. 
It can be particularly di�  cult for 
nurses and doctors to stay on top of 
patient referrals – especially when 
using phone or email, which can 
sometimes lead to duplications, 
delays and misunderstandings.

So the University hospitals 
Birmingham NHS foundation 
trust decided to set up an online 
emergency referral tool, to improve 
the process of referring emergency 
patients from trusts into the city’s 
Queen Elizabeth hospital.

Designed by clinicians, the 
network of on-call referral services 
(Norse) tool streamlines the referral 
process, making it easier for clinical 
sta�  to access and understand. The 
online system creates a simple form 
detailing the patient’s needs, and 
asks only for relevant information . 
The data-protected form also 
allows appropriate NHS sta�  to 
share, update and review details 
as necessary. Users report marked 
improvements in response time, 
quality of patient care, and quality of 
information communicated. Norse 
project manager Gael Stephenson 
says the new system has halved the 
time for responding to patients. 
“When it’s life-threatening, it helps 
with the speed of critical cases. 
We’re not pushing it out yet outside 
the trust – but already, doctors are 
coming to us saying they’ve heard 
great things about Norse.”

WDP
Most high street stores run some 
kind of special o� er, whether it is 
“buy one get one free” or “sign up 
for triple points”. The charity WDP 
had that kind of incentive scheme 
in mind when creating its capital 
card. Capital card is a loyalty card for 
people battling addiction. Service 
users build up points by taking part 
in recovery-related activities. There 
is no cash reward; instead users 
build virtual points to use on a wide 
range of local, recovery-focused 
opportunities that encourage them 
to lead a more active, healthier, and 
social life. Rewards include access 

“It really stank – it just smelled 
dirty and rotten,” she says.

“There’s something about being 
a� ected by a problem and speaking 
from there that gives you power. To 
go into the river, hold these things 
and say: ‘this is disgusting’ is more 
e� ective than standing on the bank.”

Norfolk county council
Norfolk county council’s Norfolk 
assistance scheme used to provide 
brand-new whitegoods and vital 
household items  such as beds and 
sofas to individuals and families 
in crisis. In 2017-18, the average 
cost was £755. Under the scheme’s 
new reuse development project, 
applicants get quality reused items 
from partners including charities the 
Benjamin Foundation and Emmaus 
Norfolk and Waveney instead. This 
more than halves the average award 
cost and means the scheme, which 
last year made 1,118 awards, can help 
more people while also reducing the 
burden on land� ll and supporting 
local charities. The scheme went 
live in July, after pilots that ran from 

to gyms, cinemas, adult learning 
courses and sports events.

Since 2017, more than 5,800 
service users have taken up one of 
the cards, and between them have 
earned more than 1m points. The 
impact has been huge. Research 
found that the card is associated 
with a 50% increased likelihood 
of service users successfully 
completing treatment. Manish 
Nanda, joint chief executive o�  cer 
at the WDP, says the card is not a 
handout but rather a reward for 
taking steps to reintegrate into 
society. “We’re seeing life-changing 
things happen,” he says. “One 
service user had been estranged 
from family for years, but wanted 
to see his mum. He engaged in our 
recovery activities, and built up his 
points. And when it was mothers’ 
day, he’d earned enough points to 
take his mum to the cinema. This 
may seem small to some people, but 
even though he has an addiction, he 
was able to take steps to help rebuild 
their relationship.”  

Housing runners up
Commonweal and Praxis 
Community Projects
Migrant families and women at risk 
of destitution and homelessness 
have been helped thanks to a 
unique partnership between two 
small charities, Praxis Community 
Projects and Commonweal Housing.

The charities’ no recourse to 
public funds (NRPF) project uses 
an innovative funding model to 
provide supportive housing for 
migrants unable to claim safety 
net bene� ts. Using £2.3m of social 
investment funding, Commonweal 
Housing bought seven London 
properties to lease at a discount to 
Praxis Community Projects, which 
provides housing management, 
specialist advice and support to 
migrants and refugees.

The houses were then o� ered to 
local authorities as accommodation 
for destitute migrant families. The 
councils pay Praxis for the rooms 
and the charity reinvests the money 
into more free accommodation for 
single people with no recourse to 
public funds. 

 Matthew Wale, project 
development manager for 
Commonweal, says the project, 
developed over the past four years, 
demonstrates how partnerships 
between local authorities and 
third sector housing providers 
could provide support for destitute 
migrants. “Hopefully this will 
have a ripple e� ect,” he says, “and 
people will be able to see how the 
current situation can be improved 
for thousands of destitute migrants 
with NRPF status currently seeking 
refuge in the UK.”

Settle
Vulnerable young people are being 
supported to move into their � rst 
home by a charity that is teaching 
them essential life skills to live 
independently. According to charity 
Centrepoint, 100,000 young people 
sought help from their council 
in 2017-18 because they were 
homeless. Of these, around 12,000 
were a result of evictions. Care 
leavers are particularly at risk, with 
one in three becoming homeless 

within two years of leaving care.
The Settle programme, run by 

housing charity Settle, aims to 
prevent this by giving young people 
the skills to manage their money, 
home and health. Working with 
social landlords across London, the 
charity supports young people most 
at risk of eviction as they begin their 
� rst tenancy. O�  cers work with 
young people in their homes for up 
to six months. Among those helped 
are care leavers, young parents and 
other vulnerable young adults, often 
aged just 18 and lacking essential life 
skills or family support.

 Rich Grahame, Settle chief 
executive, says resources are 
ploughed into temporarily housing 
care leavers and homeless young 
people in hostels. “Yet when their 
time comes to leave, their move is 
unsupported and abrupt.”  Settle 
worked with social landlords in 2018 
to support 62 young people in nine 
London boroughs. It now plans to 
expand the service and work with 
500 young people over the next 
three years. 

Public health and 
wellbeing runners up
 Merton citizens
In our modern, disconnected world, 
it can be hard for residents to keep 
close ties with their neighbourhood. 
And while locals in the London 
borough of Merton look out for 
each other, they could see a gap in 
how institutions were supporting 
residents. So an alliance of 14 
faith, education and community 
organisations got together to set 
up the charitable initiative Merton 
citizens. In 2017 it conducted more 
than 11,000 conversations with 
residents to establish key issues 
important to them. 

Mental health was seen as a top 
priority. The programme has since 
lobbied local councils to improve 
funding for mental health services 
and activities, and has had huge 
success: £1.85m funding has been 
given to provide 25,000 young 
people with mental health support 
in local schools; 1,500 people have 
been trained in mental health 
awareness; and it has held its � rst 
ever mental health symposium 
at local schools. The programme 
is also inclusive, working closely 
with the Muslim community in the 
borough. Ranjeet Kaile, its director 
of communications, says mental 
health was a universal issue. 

“There was just this sense of 
commonality that in spite of all our 
di� erences, here was an issue that 
a� ected many people, and that we 
could do something about,” he says. 

The 2025 Movement
In North Wales, those living in areas 
of higher deprivation are likely to 
die up to 13 years earlier than others 
living elsewhere in the region. This 
injustice drove a small group of 
people to set up the 2025 Movement, 
a partnership between like-minded 
organisations and individuals all 
working towards the goal of ending 
avoidable health inequalities. 

The collective involves more 
than 500 people and organisations 
from multiple sectors, including 
health, education and housing. By 
having clear, open communication, 

the movement can identify issues, 
think creatively about solutions and 
create maximum impact. Its “Just 
Do” teams deliver projects designed 
to improve health and wellbeing. For 
example, in Gwynedd, a team met 
rough sleepers to identify barriers 
to accessing health services. As 
a result, rough sleepers are now 
o� ered � u vaccinations, given 
information about how to access 
emergency dentistry and have 
better access to mental health 
services. While the movement 
has a goal to eradicate avoidable 
health inequalities by 2025, 
members understand it is a long-
term partnership about systematic 
change. And as the impact of 
austerity cuts in Wales grows deeper, 
Nina Ruddle, the head of public 
policy engagement at Wrexham 
Glyndŵr University, says tackling 
a complex challenge could not be 
achieved by a single organisation.

“What we’re doing is di� erent,” 
she says. “Instead of working in 
isolation, we came together from 
a range of backgrounds to have a 
bigger impact. We want to grow and 
develop the movement to change 
lives in our region – and we’ve got 
a brilliant group of people that can 
take that forward.”  

Recruitment and HR 
runners up
Hackney council
Hackney council’s apprenticeship 
programme was launched in 
2016 with the aim, says 
programme manager 
Alex Jacobs, of 
“making sure 

‘Our aim is to make 
sure our residents 
have the skills to 
access good quality 
careers, whether 
that’s with the 
council or with 
other employers’

Alex Jacobs
Hackney council

our residents have the skills and 
the opportunity to access good 
quality careers, whether that’s 
with the council or with other 
employers”. The council has 100 
apprentices working in areas such 
as construction, plumbing, � nance, 
IT and housing. While about 60% 
are at level 3 (equivalent to A-level), 
Hackney also o� ers higher-level 
and degree apprenticeships in 
areas including engineering and 
project management. 

The council promotes the 
programme in local schools, taking 
in current apprentices to talk to 
pupils. It is important to challenge 
the perception that apprenticeships 
are for people who can’t get into 
university, says Jacobs, and to show 
“that it’s a really good way to get 
quali� ed, even up to degree level. 
You can earn rather than accruing 
debt, and it can launch you into a 
really good career.” 

All applicants are invited to an 
assessment day. Jacobs says this 
enables the council “to focus much 
more on potential rather than on 
past academic performance or 
work experience, or how polished a 
candidate might be” .

After the programme, 55% 
of apprentices have taken jobs 
with Hackney. Another 13% 
have progressed to higher level 
apprenticeships at the council, and 
10% have gained jobs with other 
employers.

Newlon Housing Trust
Newlon Housing Trust provides 
8,000 a� ordable homes in 12 
boroughs in north and east London 
– areas of high deprivation where 
changes to the bene� ts system have 
been squeezing household incomes. 
Although the housing association 
was already helping residents into 
jobs outside the trust, at the end 
of 2017 it developed its own three-
month work placement programme. 
Placements are available in a 
wide range of areas including 
communications, � nance, buildings 
services and the call centre.

The trust’s dedicated 
employment adviser informs 
residents about work placements 
and job vacancies through email and 
newsletters, and she is also able to 
help them prepare job applications 
once their placement has � nished.

About 85% of those who 
complete the programme apply 
successfully for jobs with the trust, 
in open competition with other 
candidates; it is a real achievement, 
as many have been out of work for 
extended periods. 

As well as having a good sense of 
the trust’s systems and processes, 
says Graham Watts, head of resident 
services, they “bring wi th them 
a real empathy and perspective 
on what it is like to receive those 
services”.

Newlon residents now make up 
17% of the trust’s workforce. “Some 
of our highest achieving and most 
recognised sta�  are also residents,” 
says Watts.

The programme has bene� ted 
the trust by involving residents 
in the design of its services. Watts 
adds: “It’s broken down some of the 
barriers between sta�  and residents 
because they’re our colleagues as 
well, and that’s been really positive.”  

� Mary Stevens Hospice has led 
a drive to make end-of-life care 
available to all

Debbie Andalo, Linda Jackson, 
Rachel Williams, Lynn Eaton, 
Rossalyn Warren, Kim Thomas

programme was launched in 
2016 with the aim, says 
programme manager 
Alex Jacobs, of 
“making sure “making sure 

‘The impact for 
young people has 
been incredible. 
They have been 
given the trust, 
dignity and respect 
to determine what it 
important to them’

Harvey Tilley
ILF Scotland

ILLUSTRATIONS: JORDAN CARTER
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Transformation runners up
Community Foundation 
Northern Ireland
In a place where your choice of 
playground is dictated by your 
family’s religious belief, this project 
is a milestone in trying to cross 
traditional divides. The Community 
Foundation Northern Ireland’s 
£15m programme has made use of 
underused, di�  cult or contested 
spaces that can be shared by all 
parts of the community. Some 30 
projects have been supported in 
the � ve-year initiative, including 
children’s playgrounds, youth clubs 
and community gyms. After visiting 
250 potential sites, the team led by 
Michael Hughes, head of building 
sustainable communities, picked 30 
to develop. That process was itself 
part of the project. 

“We had two applications from 
two groups a mile and a half away 
from each other – one Catholic, the 
other Protestant,” says Hughes. “We 
encouraged them to come in jointly 
with an application for a bigger 
pot of money.” Both groups faced 
potential resistance from their own 
communities to working together 
in this way. But their successful 
application led to a £1m investment 
in the area. One village used a 
derelict school and its surroundings 
for an outdoor play area, while 
the other built a new facility with 
training rooms and a gym. Both 
centres are accessible to people from 
both communities. Hughes says 
the programme has transformed 
the way the two communities view 
each other. “The Protestant school 
is now o� ering Catholic sports such 
as Gaelic football, which I’ve never 
heard tell of before.”

East Ayrshire council  
Head inland from the Ayrshire 
coast and, instead of traditional, 
drab, grey-clad housing, you’ll see 
a paintbox array of vibrant pinks, 
blues and yellows. The colourful 
houses in Bellsbank are just one 
of the initiatives inspired by a 
novel approach from the housing 
improvement team in East Ayrshire 
council, which wanted to help bring 
the former mining community 
back to life. The maintenance team 
decided to do more than just mend 
broken boilers or � x blocked sinks. 

Project lead Gary Craig inspired 
them to be brave and think about 
how to tackle big issues like 
loneliness and fuel poverty. 

“Bellsbank has around 500 
homes, and they have su� ered 
from depopulation and lack of 
investment ,” he says. Despite some 
initial resistance from his team, 
 Craig persuaded them to have a chat 
or a cup of tea with tenants. Social 
isolation and suicide awareness are 
now part of his team’s core training. 
The team explored how else they 
could help and now o� er advice on 
energy costs, or how to get advice on 
alcohol or drug abuse. 

“We wanted to help the tenants 
sort it themselves,” says Craig. And 
repainting the house exteriors? That 
followed a school assembly where 
the team asked what local people 
wanted to improve their town. 

“They decided they wanted to 
make it colourful – the Porto� no of 
the north!”  

Workforce diversity 
runners up
Touchstone  
The Touchstone charity, launched in 
Leeds in the 1980s, provides mental 
health and wellbeing services to 
more than 2,000 people a year. 
Its services range from improving 
access to psychological therapies to 
supporting “hope and well-bean” 
cafes, as well as advising local 
employers and commissioners 
on clients’ needs. In 2017, its 
LGBT transgender awareness and 
recruitment programme, Pink Pals, 
discovered only one member of sta�  
identi� ed as trans. So with training 
from community group TransLeeds, 
Touchstone made its job adverts 
more attractive to people who are 
trans and non-binary. Today 14 
members of Touchstone openly 
identify as trans or non-binary.

After consulting with TransLeeds, 
Touchstone set itself a 2% trans 
and non-binary recruitment target 

alongside its existing targets for 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
disability and sex. It also introduced 
training for its 213 sta� , which more 
than half have so far attended, and 
has recommended TransLeeds’ 
training to other employers in the 
city, including the council.

“We’d done a lot of work with 
Stonewall, but it became clear we 
needed to do some speci� c work 
with the trans community,” says 
Touchstone’s chief executive, Alison 
Lowe. “Working with the mental 
health community, we know it is the 
trans community who are most at 
risk. We bring real authentic voices. 
All our adverts now say we are a 
trans-positive employer, which I 
think has had a massive impact.”

Tower Hamlets council: 
capital delivery team
Tower Hamlets council is 
challenging the myth that a career 
in construction is just for men. It 
is keen to bring more women to 
its capital delivery team, which 
oversees building projects from 
council houses to schools in the 
east London borough. The council – 
spurred on by its corporate director 
of place, Ann Sutcli� e – decided to 
recruit women to the team, drawing 
on the predominantly black, Asian 
and minority ethnic (BAME) local 
community. As a result of its “grow 
your own” approach, more than 
half of the sta�  in the team are now 
women. Of those, 83% are from 
BAME communities. Nationally, 
only 13% of those working in 
the construction profession are 
women. Sutcli� e campaigned for 
more women in her department, 
appointing Jane Abraham, interim 
head of capital delivery, as part 

of that initiative. Sutcli� e and 
Abraham have supported local 
resident Yasmin Ali, who has worked 
her way up within the council and 
is now project director of a £105m 
development to build the council’s 
new town hall . The team has been 
to schools, roadshows and job fairs 
and has also held training courses, 
addressing the misconceptions 
many people have. “It’s not all 
about bricks and mortar,” says Ali. 
“This job is all about being able to 
multitask and build relationships. 
That’s quite a skill – one I think 
women bring to the table.”

Workforce learning and 
development  runners up
Cabinet Offi  ce
The Cabinet O�  ce is taking steps to 
create and secure a future pipeline 
of diverse leaders across the civil 
service. Its accelerated leadership 
programmes bring together civil 
servants from di� erent departments 
and areas of the UK who have the 
potential to become tomorrow’s 
leaders. The programmes are 
all designed to help deliver the 
ambitions of A Brilliant Civil Service, 
a government blueprint to create a 
service of “con� dent leaders who 
inspire and empower colleagues to 
be the best they can be”.

The one- or two-year schemes 
target the top 1-3% of “high-
potential” civil servants with 
leadership qualities. They range 
from middle managers right 
through to top director generals 
who have been identi� ed as future 
permanent secretaries. The minority 
ethnic talent association and the 
disability empowers leadership 
talent programme provide help in 
overcoming barriers to climbing the 
career ladder for those civil servants 
on the schemes from black, Asian 
and minority ethnic backgrounds, or 
those who have a disability or long-
term health condition . Feedback 
from participants illustrates their 
success. They report increased 
professional con� dence, particularly 
when dealing with uncertainty, and 
a better understanding of their own 
and colleagues’ leadership styles 
and strengths .

Housing Executive 
Northern Ireland
Northern Ir eland’s largest social 
landlord knew it had to take action 
when it discovered four years 
ago that 40% of the workforce 
responsible for the upkeep of its 
86,000 properties were nearing 
retirement age. As a � rst step, 
the asset management division 
of Northern Ireland’s Housing 
Executive established a graduate 
trainee programme. So far 43 
graduates have completed the 
two-year scheme, which includes 
a postgraduate diploma in 
construction business and project 
management. 

It has launched a school leavers 
campaign targeting and supporting 
students aged over 16 who may 
lack the quali� cations needed to 
follow a career in the sector. It has 
also o� ered year-long placements 
to university undergraduates 
completing built environment 
degrees who may have struggled 
to � nd an employer to take them 

on. But the division also realised 
it had to invest in its current 
workforce if it wanted to retain 
them. An agreement with the 
Chartered Institute of Building  has 
led to sta�  in trade and white-collar 
roles completing its chartered 
membership programme . 

 Leeann Vincent, its assistant 
director of asset management, says: 
“This is about succession planning 
for the future and also addressing 
the skills gap in the construction 
industry, which is a� ecting the 
whole of the UK.”

Workforce wellbeing 
runners up
Basildon council
Sta�  volunteers at Basildon council 
are boosting colleagues’ physical 
and mental healt h, helping to 
reduce sick leave and saving the 
authority £300,000. They have 
organised a running programme, 
set up a lunchtime walk and are 
behind a sta�  book club and crochet 
and knitting groups. A ping-pong 
club has been so popular it is now a 
monthly lunchtime � xture.

The council has also subsidised 
workplace lunchtime � tness, yoga 
and weight-loss classes as part of 
its workforce health and wellbeing 
plan. Additionally, it tapped into 
national mental health awareness 
days, encouraging sta�  to speak 
openly about their personal  troubles 
and how their employer helped 
them. The plan is bringing rich 
rewards. Twelve sta�  on a mind, 
body and nutrition course lost  56% 
of their body fat in four weeks , while 
Council sta�  sickness days have 
fallen from 11.75 days per employee 
in 2017-18 to 9.29 in 2018-19. 

Recruitment and operations 
consultant Angharad Hobson says: 
“We don’t have the money to do 
all the things we would like, so we 
wanted to tap into our workforce 
and see what skills were there. We 
hoped it would be a success and 
we hope with time that we will see 
further reductions in sta�  absences 
through reduced stress in their 
professional and personal lives.”

Insolvency Service
Sta�  working for the government 
Insolvency Service took action 
when they discovered nearly half 
of all referrals to the employee 
occupational health service were 
related to mental health – and a third 
of them were linked to work. Some 
3,000 days annually were being lost 
to anxiety, stress or depression.

They established the Break the 
Stigma network group (BTS), a 
support group for sta�  experiencing 
mental ill health, which also aims 
to raise awareness of mental health 
issues, promote wellbeing and 
challenge some of the myths around 
mental illness. BTS co-founder and 
senior technical manager Jakki 
Mills believes the referral � gures 
were so high because of the nature 
of the service: “Insolvency is a very 
stressful situation  that nobody 
wants to � nd themselves in. You 
are dealing with people in  � nancial 
distress; it’s very hard to turn o� .”

  BTS was the driving force behind 
a mindfulness training course for 
more than 200 sta� , mental health 
awareness training of more than 

100 managers and the creation of 24 
workplace mental health � rst aiders. 
John Reilly, project lead facilitator 
for transformation projects and 
BTS co-founder, says: “Our biggest 
achievement is that people are 
now willing to open up about their 
mental health – that is incredible.”  

Leadership excellence 
runners up
Alex Johnson, deputy 
chief fi re offi  cer, South 
Yorkshire Fire and Rescue
When Alex Johnson started out as 
a � re� ghter in Derbyshire in 1992, 
aged 24, less than 1% of the UK’s 
� re� ghters were women. “It was as 
though I was trying to take men’s 
jobs,” she says. “Every time I got 
promoted people would say ‘you’re 
bound to get promoted, because 
they want women.’” That was one 
challenge – but another was the need 
to break free of feeling she had to 
conform to a hierarchical  leadership 
style as she rose to senior positions. 
“I thought, ‘actually, sod this, I’m 
good enough as me and how I treat 
people is the right way to treat 
people,’” says the 52-year-old . 

“To me it’s about bringing people 
with me, rather than just forcing 
them to follow … if you care about 
people they’ll go that extra mile for 
you.” Johnson has recently set up 
a women’s mentoring programme 
across services in Yorkshire and 
Humber as part of her work on the 
executive committee of women 
in the � re service. She mentors 
dozens of women, both within and 
outside the � re service, and has 
re-established South Yorkshire’s 
equality and inclusion group. “It’s 
given us an action plan so people can 
see what’s changing as a result,” she 
says. She has also prioritised mental 
health support for � re� ghters.

Penny McKissock, chief 
executive, Southside 
Family Project
When Penny McKissock, 75, joined 
the precursor of the Southside 
Family Project as a coordinator in 
1994, she was its second employee. 
Three years later she took it on 
herself, turning it into a thriving 
charity supporting members of the 
often hidden deprived communities 
of Bath as they deal with domestic 
abuse, mental ill health, substance 
misuse, homelessness and debt.

Today it has more than 50 sta�  – 

70% of whom, McKissock estimates, 
are former service users – plus a 
team of more than 30 volunteers 
who’ve come through the project. It 
re� ects her core belief in the value 
of lived experience; Southside 
trains 30 former service users a year 
as “family champion” volunteers 
who provide peer support, shape 
services, and often go on to take up 
paid roles. McKissock survived an 
abusive childhood herself . “I think 
that made me very resilient,” she 
says. “I look back and think that was 
my training, in a macabre way.” She 
puts her success, modestly, down 
to being “incredibly persistent”. In 
a challenging funding environment 
she has built strong relationships 
with local commissioners, and half 
of Southside’s services are funded 
through statutory contracts.  

Public servant of 
the year runners up
Diane Audin, 
Tree House Care
Diane Audin, 65, was nominated 
for her unfailing dedication 
to understanding and helping 
children whose lives have been 
traumatic, damaging and unsafe, 
for her commitment to therapeutic 
parenting, and for her support for 
other foster carers. In the 24 years 
since she began fostering, Audin, 
who also has two children, � ve 
grandchildren and seven great-
grandchildren of her own, has taken 
more than 70 children into her home 
in Barnsley.

Gwyne Diment, Cedar 
Community Club
Gwyne Diment, 60, is a former 
nurse who has worked in daycare 
provision for 25 years. When the 
Oxfordshire daycare club she had 
managed for 14 years was forced to 
close in 2018, Diment inspired six 
local residents to become trustees 
and worked tirelessly for nine 
months, unpaid, to reopen it. The 
club has 18 members and provides 
vital support and respite for local 
carers. Diment was nominated for 
being “a shining example of a social 
conscience”, committed to ensuring 
the lives of elderly people are 
meaningful and valued.

Liza Dresner, director, 
Resources for Autism
Liza Dresner, 65, began her career 

‘We wanted to 
help the tenants 
sort things for 
themeselves. They 
decided they wanted 
to make Bellsbank 
the Portofi no of 
the north’

Gary Craig
East Ayrshire council

in 1982 as a social worker with 
under-� ves. In 2006, when she took 
the helm at charity Resources for 
Autism, it was a small organisation 
struggling � nancially and o� ering 
limited services in one London 
borough.

Thirteen years on, it o� ers 
services throughout greater London 
and the west Midlands, including 
43 groups a week in term-time and 
10 school holiday playschemes. 
Dresner was nominated for her 
ability to listen to people with 
autism and their families, and adapt 
services to their needs.

Mark Fennelly, St Anne’s 
Community Services
Mark Fennelly, 55, joined St Anne’s 
Community Services, which 
provides services in the north of 
England for people with learning 
disabilities, as a nurse 27 years 
ago. He has since risen to become 
a senior manager. 

Fennelly was nominated for 
embodying the public service values 
of integrity, perseverance, spirit of 
service and commitment. His work 
ensures that vulnerable clients, 
including people with mental health 
issues, substance problems and 
those who are homeless, receive 
accommodation and care that allow 
them to live rich and ful� lling lives.  

‘Our biggest 
achievement is 
that people are 
now willing to open 
up about their 
mental health – that 
is incredible’

John Reilly
Insolvency Service

▼ Sta�  and residents work side-by-
side at the Newlon Housing Trust

▼ South Yorkshire Fire and Rescue’s 
deputy chief � re o�  cer Alex Johnson 
and her daughter at Parkway station

How the awards were judged
 The 2019 Guardian Public Service Awards judges included Guardian 
journalists and public service experts, with in-depth knowledge of local 
and central government, private and not-for-pro� t organisations.

Our panel were: Adam Abdullah young mayor of Lewisham 2018/19; 
Chris Allcock, Safe Families for Children programme director; Sharon 
Allen chief executive of Arthur Rank hospice in Cambridgeshire and 
ex- chief executive at Skills for Care; Caroline Anderson, director of 
human resources and organisational development, Great Ormond Street 
hospital; Helen Backus, a commissioning manager for Buckinghamshire 
county council; Jas Bains, chief executive of Hendre Group; Dr Billy 
Boland, a consultant in community psychiatry, and deputy medical 
director at Hertfordshire partnership university NHS foundation trust; 
Sue Bott, deputy chief executive at Disability Rights UK; Emma Bridge, 
chief executive of Community Energy England; Mercedes Broadbent,  
policy and communications o�  cer at Managers in Partnership; Kru 
Desai,who has more than 30 years’ experience of working with public 
and private sector organisations; Yasmin Drakes, commissioner for 
young people’s homelessness and supported housing services, London 
borough of Haringey; Clenton Farquharson, chair of the Think Local Act 
Personal partnership board; Peter Fleming, leader Sevenoaks district 
council and chair of the Local Government Association’s improvement 
and innovation board; Rachel Foster, senior manager, communities and 
libraries at Cheshire West and Chester council; Victoria Gould, solicitor 
specialising in social care, child protection and education law; Eleonora 
Harwich, director of research and head of digital and tech innovation at 
the Reform thinktank; Dr Gillian Holdsworth, director of SH:24; Suzanne 
Hudson, senior workforce adviser, the Local Government Association in 
England and Wales; Zarina Khan, a UK policy and advocacy specialist; 
Elaine Magee, director of human resources for Northern Ireland Fire & 
Rescue Service; Sherry Malik, director of children’s services, NSPCC; 
Julie Ogley, director of social care, health and housing at Central 
Bedfordshire council and president of the Association of Directors of 
Adult Social Services; Rachel Power, chief executive of the Patients 
Association; Lynn Saunders, governor of Whatton prison; Irene Sclare,  
consultant clinical psychologist; Javina Sehgal, managing director for 
NHS Harrow clinical commissioning group; Barry Snelgrove, ex-senior 
civil servant; Andy Tilden, interim chief executive of Skills for Care; 
David Walker, chair of Oxford health NHS foundation trust; Christina 
Watson, head of programmes at UK Youth; Carolyn Williamson, deputy 
chief executive and director of corporate resources Hampshire county 
council and president of the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and 
Accountancy; Pip Yaxley, a manager for Heart and Home. 

They were joined by Guardian journalists: Patrick Butler, social policy 
editor, Jane Dudman, public leadership editor, Clare Horton, Society site 
editor, Sarah Johnson, commissioning editor, Polly Toynbee, columnist 
and David Brindle, public services editor.
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