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Suffolk will be left with one Magistrates Court as Ministry of Justice confirms Bury St Edmunds and Lowestoft closures
Campaigners who fought to save two Suffolk magistrates courts voiced their disappointment last night as it was confirmed the centres will be closed.
Proposals by the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) to shut Bury St Edmunds Magistrates’ and Family Court and the North East Suffolk Magistrates’ Court in Lowestoft were met with widespread opposition, as officials said it would seriously hamper access to justice.  But the concerns and objections from police, lawyers, councils, MPs, magistrates and the EADT’s Justice for Suffolk campaign failed to change the mind of the Government as they look to save millions of pounds by closing courts nationwide.

The Lowestoft court is scheduled to shut its doors by July while the Bury court is due to close by September – although there was hope that some cases would still be heard in the town. But the overall effect will be to leave Suffolk with just one magistrates’ court, in Ipswich, and many of those involved in cases facing much longer journeys to court.

Tim Passmore, Suffolk Police and Crime Commissioner, said: “It is very disappointing that Lowestoft is set to close as it is one of the most capable court facilities in East Anglia. There has been a short stay of execution for Bury and we are still talking to the MoJ to understand what alternative provision there could be.” Mr Passmore said the MoJ missed an opportunity to save money, improve efficiency and maintain access to local justice by using council-owned buildings to carry on hosting magistrates’ hearings in both towns. “There should be no impediment to access to justice because of lengthy travel or lack of finance,” he added. “I asked the Lord Chancellor for a stay of execution and I shall write again reminding them they have not responded.”  He said that a “meaningful consultation” was still needed and that the MoJ had failed to listen to many serious concerns about both courts during a four-month consultation last year.
Of 132 responses to the consultation for the Bury court, 122 announced their opposition – and of the 92 for Lowestoft, 84 were opposed. In response to the consultation the MoJ decided to make some changes to the proposal for Bury, saying the court will not close until “suitable local alternative provision is established”.  Some family court work will move to the Bury County Court and Employment Tribunal building at Triton House as well as video-link facilities for the benefit of vulnerable victims and witnesses. They added that they “will also explore other options suggested by local stakeholders” – this has prompted some hope that hearings will be held elsewhere in the town.

Justice minister Shailesh Vara said the system needed urgent reform and justified the closures on the grounds buildings were under-used and costly to maintain. He said: “This is simply unsustainable. Closing these courts in poor quality buildings will raise £40million to re-invest in the justice system, and save hardworking taxpayers £27m per year. “The decision to close a court is never taken lightly, but in the digital age I am confident we have measures in place to ensure access to justice is not diminished.”

Councils in both Bury and Lowestoft offered space in their own public service hubs as alternative sites for magistrates’ courts.

John Griffiths, Justice for Suffolk supporter and leader of St Edmundsbury Borough Council, said: “I am extremely disappointed at this decision and the consequent loss of access to local justice for some of our residents in west Suffolk and beyond. That said, the announcement also says that the MoJ wants to further explore options suggested by us and other local stakeholders. We put forward a good alternative for the court as part of our vision for the redevelopment of Western Way and we will be pursuing this with the MoJ on behalf of our residents.”

The full response can be viewed at http://bit.ly/MoJSuffolk
Errors in the court’s assessment
The Ministry of Justice launched a consultation on the court closure plans last year, releasing their reasoning why each court should close.

The MoJ response revealed two mistakes in their justification for the closure of Bury St Edmunds Magistrates’ Court and Family Court.

Despite claiming the court was only used 44% of its capacity in the financial year 2014/15, the revised number was in fact 59%.

Many people criticised the travel assessment which identified how long court users in Bury people would have to travel to reach Ipswich or Norwich.

The document presumed that after the Bury court closed everyone would start from Bury, instead of looking into travel times from west Suffolk towns such as Haverhill, Mildenhall and Brandon which do not have train links to Ipswich.

This issue was not addressed by the MoJ, but they did concede wrongly stating that a regular train service operated between Bury and Norwich, whereas in fact users would have to change at either Stowmarket or Ely to get to Norwich.
Closures ‘potentially catastrophic’ for rural Suffolk claims legal profession
The legal profession in Suffolk and the wider region strongly objected to the closures and yesterday’s announcement has been labelled “potentially catastrophic”.

Burnett Barker partner Declan Gallagher, head of west Suffolk’s largest criminal defence team, said: “The proposal for Bury St Edmunds was based on flawed reasons and misrepresented statistics. There was a considered and full response from the criminal justice system in the area and from the community at large. These balanced submissions have been brazenly ignored and are yet another example of the myth of ‘consultation’ as far as the Ministry of Justice are concerned. The closures will decimate access to justice in Suffolk. If you live in the back of Brandon how can you get to Ipswich for 9.30am?  Even if you can, I doubt those on low incomes could even afford it. It is the people in Lakenheath, the back of Haverhill and the vulnerable people on low incomes that will be badly affected – there are vulnerable defendants, vulnerable victims and vulnerable witnesses. There is no doubt that the Bury building is not perfect, but Ipswich is not any better and at least the Bury court is not 30 miles away from where it is needed. Bury is a cultural hub, a transport hub and an administrative hub and it should remain a justice hub.”

Mr Gallagher, who is based in Bury, said their was a “chink of light” that a ‘pop-up court’ could be held in the town using council offices at West Suffolk House, but added: “As things stand we are extremely disappointed that everything is moving to Ipswich. “We presented a powerful response according to the MoJ and their reaction to that is to just ignore it.”

Simon Nicholls, a director of Norwich-based Belmores Solicitors, was “not surprised” by the decision which he said “seemed to be part of a plan to close many of the magistrates’ courts away from the town centres”. He said that while he thought much of Lowestoft’s current work load could be “absorbed” by Great Yarmouth Magistrates’ Court, he feared the closure of the Bury court was “potentially catastrophic” for a large rural area.
Suffolk County Councils Children's Services praised by Ofsted with 'GOOD' rating
Suffolk County Council’s Children’s Services has been rated GOOD by Ofsted following the publication of its inspection report today. The report praises the work of the council in protecting and looking after children and young people, with some areas of outstanding practice highlighted in the report.  The inspection was carried out between 23 November – 17 December 2015.  Suffolk now sits in the top 22% of local authorities in the country. 78 councils have been inspected so far under Ofsted’s new framework.

No authority has been judged outstanding and of the last 17 inspections across the country, just one authority had been judged GOOD, until Suffolk’s rating.  Ofsted’s report highlights that: “Leaders have a comprehensive understanding of what needs to be achieved and have made sustained progress since the inspection of services for looked after children in 2010 and child protection in 2013, which both were judged to be adequate”.  It says: “Suffolk County Council is led by dynamic and capable leaders and managers and is delivering a good service overall to children and their families.”

Suffolk County Council’s Cabinet Member for Education, Skills and Children’s Services, Cllr Gordon Jones said:  “I am absolutely delighted that we have received a GOOD rating from Ofsted.

This achievement is testament to the work and commitment of all our staff at the authority and the support they receive from local community partners who share our drive and focus to protect vulnerable children and young people in Suffolk, and support families.  The inspection team’s feedback demonstrates that we are listening to the children and families we work for and their views and experiences are positively shaping the way we do things. This is confirmation that we are on the right path and in the areas where we have recommendations for improvement, Ofsted acknowledges that we already have plans in place to deliver success in the future. We are not at all complacent in light of this rating, the team will want to demonstrate further success the next time we welcome Ofsted to Suffolk.”
Key points made by Ofsted in the report recognise the work of the authority in the following areas:

· Strong leadership, an ambitious and well-articulated vision and robust governance arrangements are leading to improved outcomes for children, young people and families. The lead Councillor and the Chief Executive and senior team demonstrate commitment to corporate parenting and show an ambitious drive to transform services for children and families

· Early help services for children and their families are good and there are early signs of increased impact through the integrated teams. Children receive timely, suitable and comprehensive early help with appropriate assessment of needs

· Substantial improvement in services for looked after children has been achieved since the inspection in 2010, delivering significant advances in assessing and addressing health needs and producing good outcomes that focus on safety, stability and permanence; workers try to ensure that children and young people remain in their families wherever possible; these teams are successful and demonstrate positive impact

· Assessing new and emerging risk for children in care is a high priority. Children who are at risk of child sexual exploitation are being appropriately identified and strong cooperative working relationships with the police have been developed.

· Social workers act quickly to ensure that children are safe. They know children well, understand their needs, visit them often and listen to what they tell them to establish trusting relationships

· The adoption service in Suffolk is well run, well managed and appropriately resourced. It is offering an exceptional service through foster to adopt and concurrent placements

· Parents say they receive the right sort of help when they need it, they value the support and that it has helped them.
As part of the same inspection period, Suffolk’s Local Safeguarding Children’s Board also received a GOOD rating. The Board is independent of the council and is set up to ensure that partner organisations have good safeguarding arrangements and work together.

It also ensures that members of the local community have increased understanding of the work that is being carried out to help keep children safe in Suffolk.

Ofsted also recognises that the authority underpins its services through the adoption of the Signs of Safety framework; an internationally recognised approach to organising and managing casework.

Suffolk County Council is one of only a handful of local authorities to fully embed this system into its service and it is clearly bringing positive results.
The full Ofsted report can be viewed on their website at: www.ofsted.gov.uk
New delivery model for County's rural transport set to improve existing services for residents
Suffolk County Council today confirmed details of the new service providers for rural transport provision across the county.

This is part of a major council transformation programme to connect communities with the services they want and need. The new service operators appointed to deliver transport arrangements will begin on Monday 16 June 2016.  The contracts to deliver these transport services from June have been won by local organisations that have many years of experience delivering services across Suffolk, working together with the local communities they support.
The chosen tenders are:

· Babergh - HCTG (Haleigh Community Transport Group) and subcontracting to GoStart (Sudbury)

· Forest Heath - TVN (The Voluntary Network)

· Ipswich – Aspire Together and subcontracting to RVS (Royal Voluntary Service)

· Mid Suffolk – Aspire Together

· St Edmundsbury - TVN (The Voluntary Network)

· Suffolk Coastal - CATS (Coastal accessible Transport Services) and subcontracting to FACTS (Felixstowe Area Community Transport)

· Waveney - BACT (Beccles and Bungay Community Transport) and subcontracting to HVC (Halesworth Volunteer Centre)
Leader of Suffolk County Council, Cllr Colin Noble said: "To get to this point of awarding contracts we have undertaken a range of engagement activities with the market and community groups; speaking to current service providers and other potential bidders has informed the approach we have taken towards awarding these new service contracts. We have also listened to the community organisations who represent residents who use the services as these are the organisations that understand how services operate. As part of the process we undertook full equality impact assessments to understand the challenges faced by different user groups. I am really pleased with these new services, beginning in June. They have been designed to make things simpler for residents. We have been repeatedly told that the current system for using services is difficult to understand. In future there will simply be one phone number for residents to use to get the service they need in their community."

The council received a number of high quality bids, submitted by local organisations who have worked in Suffolk and understand the challenges and demands of providing such services. With the announcement of these new providers, some residents may find that there is no change in their current provider. However, they will enjoy the fact that they will only ever need to use one set of contact details for that service in the future, regardless of the type of community transport service they need. All the person will need to know is where they want to go.

The selected operators will make much better use of existing bus routes, linking with existing bus operators to make the best use of resources and available transport options in the local area.

It is important to note that between now and Monday 16 June, residents should contact their current providers in the usual way.

Suffolk Libraries urge public to Support National Library day
People in Suffolk have been urged people to back their local library – or risk losing them.
Suffolk Libraries is backing the national My Library, My Right campaign organised by the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP), which promotes the public’s right to free book borrowing. The campaign has launched a petition signed by more than 12,600 people to prevent further library closures, and now Suffolk Libraries is calling on the county’s book lovers to sign up and show their support. The launch ties in with National Libraries Day tomorrow, which aims to celebrate the role of libraries.

Alison Wheeler, chief executive of Suffolk Libraries, said: “National Libraries Day this year is giving a real focus to championing the  country’s libraries and reminding people that they have a right to them.

“We know from the feedback and stories we receive from staff  and customers how well loved and appreciated Suffolk’s libraries are. In a way every day is libraries day in Suffolk as there is always an event, activity or interaction happening in a library that enriches or makes a difference to someone’s life. All of the county’s 44 libraries are open on Saturdays.” 
Latest figures have revealed that last year the number of books being borrowed dropped from 3,171,903 to 2,904,656, while around 24,000 fewer visits were made across Suffolk. The service already faces further tough times after the county council announced an 11% reduction in budget, but bosses have maintained that all libraries will remain open with impact to services likely to be minimal.

Since 2010, around 443 libraries have closed across the country, with many more having to reduce services and cut back on hours.

A survey of more than 1,700 people carried out last year revealed that 93% rated Suffolk’s library facilities as good or excellent, while 91% praised the choice of books and information as good or excellent. Tony Brown, chairman of the board at Suffolk Libraries, believes the uptake in friends and community groups at libraries is having a big impact, and is calling on others to back their local library to make sure it does not fall by the wayside. “Over the past five years the people of Suffolk have really shown their backing for libraries and hundreds of people, like myself, are now members of their library community groups, helping to develop and support their library,” he said. “National Libraries Day is a perfect time to remind people that we still need this support and how much it makes a difference.”

Yesterday, dozens of sold out events were held to mark Harry Potter  night, which library chiefs believe demonstrates just how important libraries are for the community. 
To sign the online CILIP petition visit www.cilip.org.uk/advocacy-campaigns-awards/advocacy-campaigns/my-library-right
Ipswich Hospital is joining forces with Suffolk County Council to develop the hospital site for the future
The Ipswich Hospital NHS Trust is planning to purchase, subject to Trust Board approval, the former Bridge School on Heath Road in Ipswich. The sale will mean that the hospital can plan for the future.
Nick Hulme, Chief Executive of The Ipswich Hospital NHS Trust said:  "This is such a welcome opportunity to work in partnership with Suffolk County Council and look at how we can use the school site to really benefit patients and our community. We hope to be able to move many clinical services to the South end of the hospital so that they are very near all of the other services patients may need, such as theatres, or critical care. Bridge School will give us the flexibility to be able to move non clinical services out of the hospital." It will also mean that some areas of the hospital can be freed up and we can again work in partnership to look at how best this land should be used to address real needs such as housing,” Mr Hulme added.

Leader of Suffolk County Council, Cllr Colin Noble said: "I am delighted to be working with Ipswich Hospital NHS Trust to enable the consolidation and development of their site. By working together, we have identified this opportunity which will enable the Trust to deliver its aspirations for the hospital’s future. I hope that we can continue our close working relationship going forward to find ways to make the best of any land that may be released in the future."

A proportion of the money generated from the sale of the Bridge School site will contribute to future specialist education provision being developed in the Ipswich area.

Ben Gummer, MP for Ipswich and Health Minister for Care Quality said: "We want to make the NHS the safest and most efficient healthcare system in the world, with every penny possible spent on frontline patient care. Today’s report by Lord Carter highlights what a good hospital should look like and this is a prime example of a hospital using its land effectively to deliver services and support the local demand for housing,  This announcement is very welcome and timely news for the people of Ipswich. At the election I promised to help Ipswich Hospital improve its facilities and with this acquisition we can now start to do precisely that."

Developing the Suffolk workforce of Tomorrow
Suffolk students aged 14 to18 to explore Science, Technology Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) knowledge and skills used in high profile jobs and careers. These will be offered at special “STEM Schools” in Ipswich and Lowestoft during the February half term; Monday 15 to 19 February 2016.

The schools are part of a wider “STEM Accelerator” Project managed by Suffolk County Council, and delivered by a partnership of University Campus Suffolk, West Suffolk College and Connect Education & Business.

Planned activities include:

In Lowestoft: Five part-days of absorbing activities at Lowestoft College. These include engineering and environmental science projects delivered alongside Anglian Water, Geo Therm, The Environment Agency and Oil and Gas Industry employer Opito.

In Ipswich: Hands on work experience at placements at University Campus Suffolk (UCS) offering Research & Development Internships with a UCS Ipswich technology research group.

The “STEM Accelerator” project helps develop further understanding in core education areas that enable students to learn more about how the world around them works and the way in which technology is changing for the future. The aim is to challenge students to look beyond the obvious. This programme follows several successful STEM Accelerator events that were held in Ipswich, Lowestoft and Bury St Edmunds in August and October. Those programmes allowed, students from schools across the county to learn new skills including electrical engineering, bioscience, manufacturing, design, sports science and much more.

Participation in a STEM Accelerator School is free of charge to all Suffolk students aged 14 to 18.

Suffolk County Councillor Gordon Jones, Cabinet Member for Children’s Services, Education and Skills said: “I hope that the STEM schools will provide students who have an interest in these subjects with the boost they need to further their education, perhaps going on to compete for top educational places and job roles in the future.  STEM schools are a great opportunity to learn about key subject areas that are proving to be more and more important in building the workforce of the future. Those attending the holiday schools will really get a positive insight into the power of maths, technology and science based skills”.
Tony Houghton, Centre for Innovation in Technological Education:
“These STEM Schools are an enjoyable and rewarding way of stimulating the interest of pupils to become the Scientists and Engineers of tomorrow and equipping them with foundation skills to fill the definite job opportunities that will be available in these sectors.”
To book a place and learn more about the STEM schools, including related videos visit 

http://stemsuffolk.co.uk/
The website also provides full details of the week’s programme of activities.

Alternatively contact Lauren Headland at stemschools@ucs.ac.uk or Claire Hopkins at stemaccelerator@ucs.ac.uk.
This project has been partly supported by HM Government with “Employer Ownership” funding.

You can also find STEM Accelerator on Twitter @STEMsuffolk and on Facebook at facebook.com/STEMsuffolk
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