MJ Award 2010 

Best Achievement of the Year in Children’s Services 
Organisation name: Suffolk County Council 
Synopsis 
Scope

www.activities-unlimited.co.uk - Activities Unlimited is a new service delivering short breaks and activities for all Suffolk children and young people who are disabled or who have additional needs. It’s a joint venture between a number of partners, including Scope, Customer Service Direct, Youth & Connexions Service, and Suffolk’s Youth & Offending Team, Suffolk County Council and Mid-Suffolk District Council.
Aiming High is the government’s transformation programme for disabled children’s services. In April 2008 Suffolk became one of 21 local authorities that successfully bid to become a pathfinder authority and has £6.88million, over three years, to spend on improving short break services. The vision behind Aiming High is for families with disabled children to have the support they need to live ordinary lives.

It is a well known fact that disabled children require regular and sustained access to short breaks so that their parent/carers can continue to provide the care they need, and importantly maintain family unity. 

This area has traditionally been quite disjointed in the way it is provided, with different providers and offers being brought together in an ad hoc manner. It can be very difficult for families and children to find and arrange suitable activities. Communication of opportunities is often through word of mouth or through leaflets and magazines which could lead to gaps in service. 

We recognised the gaps in service and the need to use the Aiming High funding in the most beneficial and cost effective way. The Suffolk Travel Agency concept was born. 
Cheryl Sharland, Head of Integrated Services for Children and Young People, takes up the story, “I first thought of the travel agency style concept when I was a young social worker and realised how difficult it can be for parents and carers to find activities for their children that are safe, fun and appropriate to their needs. I thought that an online site where you can search by age and activity would be a great solution and I’m so pleased that my dream is now here’.

Innovation and creativity 

The creative Activities Unlimited website is the result - a new unique ‘travel agency style’ service delivering short breaks and activities for all Suffolk children and young people who are disabled or who have additional needs. Quite simply, it matches a young person’s criteria to what they want from a short break, in a quick, vibrant and assessable way.  
Central to the travel agency is a brokerage arrangement and the voluntary sector were canvassed to work in partnership with the Suffolk Aiming High Disabled Children Pathfinder Programme for the opportunity to develop and deliver a model that could work across 18 cluster groups.  Scope is working to develop and deliver the brokerage model and is responsible for matching the needs and aspirations of disabled children and young people by developing the market and creating a wide range of short break leisure and recreation opportunities.

A unique feature of Activities Unlimited is a specially made information technology system housing an interactive database, the vehicle by which a diverse range of short break leisure opportunities are made available. The delivery of the Suffolk Travel Agency is reliant upon this customized information technology system and the interactive database. The database stores information relating to the numbers of disabled children and their profile of need and enables disabled children, young people, families and professionals to access information about the Aiming High short break opportunities available to them. 

Engagement and successes

From the very start of the project, Activities Unlimited used the views of disabled children, young people, young adults and parent/carers throughout the county in respect of their wants and wishes for short breaks and leisure activities. This has helped to create a number of crucial:
· Short breaks and leisure activities meet the diverse needs of disabled children and young people
· Allows us to identify hard to reach families and how to access them and their differing needs.
· Strong partnership with early years and extended schools services. It means that children and young people irrespective of ethnicity whose profile of disabilities have the same access to leisure activities and opportunities as their non disabled peers

· Increased the play and leisure activity provision across the county in response to the demand for this most requested service by disabled children, young people and parent/carers
· Ensure age appropriate provision and that the drive to increase the range and volume is supported by a strategic model

· Has increased the range and volume of overnight short break resources with a focus on non specialist provision and ensures that their use benefits disabled children, young people, young adults and parent/carers as individuals, groups and families.
Key achievements to date 
Key statistics regarding the use of the service since June 2009:
· 402 separate places were offered across 27 different activities to 215 CYP as part of a full 6 week Summer Programme of short break activities, which included: 
· 251 day places and 128 residential places - this is compared to 36 places taken up over just 9 days of provision for the same period in 2008

· 45 short break sessions were supplied for the autumn half term week in October 2008, compared to more than 430 in 2009.
· 99 providers have been contacted to commence the first stage of the Activities Unlimited approval scheme. These represent the majority of those providers who have appeared on the website since the launch.
· Up to 24 August 2009, the team have submitted 200 short break content entries to the website for publication, that’s 70 more than was expected within the timescale, and is on top of the 130 that appeared on the site at launch. 

Overall, the project has delivered a big change in service delivery making it easier for children and young people to have fun, try new things, make new friends and have the same opportunities as other children and young people. 
430 short breaks were supplied for the autumn half-term break in 2009 compared to 45 the year before. Take up of these sessions was in excess of 75%. 

Support from people who have used, or are involved in the project

“We’ve done loads of things. The Forest Festival is really good and we made loads of friends. And Wicked is great – we learn new things, like drama and dancing. It’s good that it’s on so you don’t get bored at home.” Briagha & Shannon, young people who have used the travel agency style Activities Unlimited website

Laura has been to two Sparkle events thanks to Activities Unlimited. She says: 

 “Everyone dances, it’s great. And the Rock School at the Forest Festival was amazing. I hope I can go again this year.”
That’s innovation in Suffolk. That’s how Suffolk is dedicated and committed to children’s services.
