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A scoping document for this task and finish group was agreed with the objective to seek assurances that previous recommendations to the CWOP P&SC are being acted upon and that the greater outcomes are being experienced. The reason for undertaking the review of absence management was to ensure managers were more responsive to sickness absence rates following the concern expressed at Committee that the AH&CW Directorate has high absence rates in relation to other Essex County Council Directorates. The Chairman of the CWOP P&SC agreed to undertake scrutiny on this issue and report back to the Executive Scrutiny Committee. Particular issues were identified in relation to continuing high absence rates within certain departments within the Directorate. As well as looking at the overall absence rates the Task and Finish Group will home in on particular reasons for absence within departments, such as back and neck problems and stress-related absences (as an example the Directorate has an absence rate of around 8% for ‘other’ reasons for absence). Following scoping the Task and Finish Group has met on two occasions, with a third meeting schedules shortly.
In its two meetings to date the Task and Finish Group has heard that AH&CW have introduced a tracker programme which enables managers to view the absence rates for their particular area within the Directorate. A more robust line is being taken with sickness absence; together with the promotion of an attendance culture. Managers are given data on absence and trends of sickness absence that individuals may take. Additionally the Absence Reporting Tool (ART) was introduced across Essex County Council on 1 November 2009. The ART has trigger-points within the system which alerts managers to contact absentees to ascertain when they might be ready to resume work. Managers within Essex Cares receive the Directorate absence tracker data, but do not, at present, use the ART, although this will be introduced shortly.
The absence tracker programme within AH&CW issues managers with high-level data which signposts them to particular issues in relation to staff absenteeism. Lower-level data enables managers to deal with individual cases, and, as such, gives them the opportunity to see establish whether there is anything they can do, as a manager, or the Authority can do to reduce the instances of absence. The Task and Finish Group recommended the high-level data should reflect anomalies in the data related to absence, for example long-term absences due to serious conditions which may be one or two individuals within a department, so that when the absence is recorded the raw data does not highlight these absences as a serious issue.

Nationally the social care sector traditionally has higher rates of sickness. However, the absence tracker within the Directorate shows that the overall sickness trend in AH&CW is downwards. The Task and Finish Group has heard that a great deal of effort has been put in by management to reduce the absence rates; a simplification of procedures and managers being accountable for the sickness absences of the staff that they line-manage have all contributed to the reduction in overall absence.
The Engagement Index from the Essex County Council Staff Survey is being compared to the absence data within the Directorate to ascertain whether there is a correlation between regular sickness absence and disaffection. 
To date the Library Service and Essex Cares have appeared as witnesses at the Task and Finish Group meetings, alongside Bob Whiting [Human Resources Director, AH&CW].  Further witnesses from the North and South Essex Mental Health Partnerships and Strategic Planning and Commissioning Services will appear before future meetings of the Group.

The rationale behind the Library Service attending was due to concerns that manual handling may increase sickness absence rates. The Group were concerned as to what the library service would be doing to rectify absences due to manual handling, as identified on the absence tracker. Additionally, the Group were interested to know if any specific libraries have problems with sickness absence.

Martin Palmer [Principal Officer, Strategic Leadership Team, Libraries] informed the Task and Finish Group that around 700 people in total (c. 430 fte) are employed by the Essex County Council Library Service. All new staff are sent on manual handling courses as part of their induction. Refresher training is carried-out on a six-monthly basis by line-managers. The Task and Finish Group recommended that all peak relief and temporary staff should receive manual handling training, and indeed this training should be undertaken across the Directorate where staff are required to assume manual handling as part of their duties. The Directorate should ensure that this training be kept up-to-date. 
The Task and Finish Group heard that the high incidences of absence within the library service due to back and neck problems were in fact due to just three occurrences of absence involving just two individuals. One of these individuals has been off work for in excess of a year due to serious illness. It was this which led to the Group recommending the clearing up of anomalies within the absence tracker programme. In this case the absence was re-classified t long-term illness rather than a back or neck issue.
Liz Rymell [Human Resources Business Partner, Essex Cares] informed the Task and Finish Group that 840 staff were transferred from Essex County Council to Essex Cares in July 2009. All are within provider services. Around 70% of these are part-time workers providing care. She reported that since the transfer absence rates have come down with Essex Cares setting a challenging 3% absence target. The factors that have improved the absence rate within Essex Cares were highlighted as communications, engagement and robust management. Staff roadshow’s were held at the inception of Essex Cares which engaged all staff at an early juncture. Weekly newsletters are sent to all staff; and each month there is a HR newsletter which includes details of absence, which to date, has enthused about the falling absentee rates, but emphasises there is still work to be undertaken to reach the challenging target. The task and Finish Group recommended that throughout AH&CW there should be regular newsletters informing staff about absentee rates, and the responsibility of staff regarding ensuring, wherever possible, their attendance. The impact upon other team members due to absenteeism should be highlighted. It was recognised that as a Directorate AH&CW could learn from Essex Cares to celebrate success in reduction of absence within certain departments/teams.
The flatter management structure within operational services has had an impact in reducing absence in Essex Cares. Managers now see themselves as people required to generate business, and as a result, they treat absence management with a higher level of scrutiny. 
A further update will be presented to Members at the April meeting of the CWOP P & SC following the receipt of further evidence sessions.
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