



















































































Scotland, there was debate as to the extent to which a professional service
ought to be provided, publicised or imposed on communities which may not
have seen the problems as problems (for example, the community’s
acceptance of a mentally handicapped person) or may have coped with them
by informal or voluntary means.

13.89. Studies of social services in rural areas, such as are underway in
Wales!?, will no doubt throw much more light on this point. From our point
of view, crossing as we did between urban and rural areas, it raises more
general questions about the intricate relationship between statutory
provision and local initiatives. It would be simplistic to suggest this is simply
a rural problem. It may have been easier for our social workers to identify it
in rural areas and certainly they talked more about it in rural parts of Wales
and Scotland. However, the issues are in fact similar to some of those hotly
debated in the London borough where divisions had arisen about the extent
to which, and in what ways, teams could stimulate community activity. It is,
in fact, part of the ‘community work’ debate, but whereas the rural areas on
occasions perceived a community structure which they feared they might
undermine, such structures (though they may have existed) were less evident
in the urban areas, where the concern was more with stimulation than
preservation.

13.90. In short, our studies do not suggest that social workers were
indifferent to the value of ‘self help’ in communities but that they were
frequently perplexed as to how to balance need and demand for their
services with this ‘community self determination’, to coin a phrase!
Moreover, when need and/or demand is presented as requiring immediate
provision for individuals, it is extremely difficult to withhold help for
longer term social objectives. The role of assistants in the provision of home
helps in Northern Ireland illustrates the point with particular force. (See
- Chapter VI).

13.91. As we have shown, there were marked regional variations across our
studies and it is only to be expected that these would throw up particular
problems, often specific to the area or team rather than to the authority as a
whole. Indeed, one of the greatest challenges for those involved in pooling
information, at both central and local government levels, is to find a way of
offering suggestions for alternative models of service, since there can never
be a framework or blueprint which applies to all. It is not necessary to
rehearse here the innumerable ways in which these differences manifest
themselves; indeed one purpose of the study was to examine diversities as
well as similarities and in this we hope we have succeeded. It was not
apparent, however, that this diversity of need and demand has been met as
effectively as it might be in organisational arrangements. This must be
attributed in part to the social workers’ reluctance or inability to marshal
systematically information which would enable them to face the need for
change and persuade others of it. (And change does not always mean more).

13.92. There is one regional variation which is worthy of special comment,
and that concerns the role of councillors. Technically, of course, as they are

17. Research project into the delivery of social services in rural areas, financed by the Welsh
Office and directed by Dr. Gordon Grant.
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a part of the local government structure, they could have been considered in
the preceding section. But the point is taken here because so often the
examples given were not of formal encounters between workers and
councillors but of their interest in what was going on in their locality. 1a one
authority in south west England, we heard of a recent development in
formal involvement. A resolution had been accepted by a social services
sub-committee to monitor ‘a number of cases which require decisions of
such an impact on the life of a child, adult or family that once taken are
irreversible’. In the London borough, as was indicated earlier, workers were
encouraged to approach councillors direct. But these examples apart, in the
two authorities (Welsh county and English borough) in which the level of
councillor involvement was said to be high, most of the contact was of the
‘popping in’, ‘meeting in the pub or at church’ kind. In the Welsh authority
some of the teams studied spoke of pressures exerted by local councillors—a
consequence, many thought, of the ‘parochialism’ of the area. These were
normally experienced when councillors drew attention to particular cases of
need, seeking perhaps special treatment, often involving material help. The
social workers were then in difficulty since, on the one hand, they felt the
department was °‘subservient’ and so they were expected to respond
promptly but, on the other, they felt all cases should be subject to the same
professional assessment or standard criteria.

13.93. In the English borough, it was noted that councillors were, seen as
taking a keen interest in the affairs of the department and members of the
department seemed very conscious of this interest. Although the conse-
quences of this close liaison were difficult to gauge accurately, it was felt by
some workers to lead to an emphasis on the provision of tangible, material
benefits rather than on what might be called the less evident aspects of
casework and community work. This issue was not given prominence by our
respondents in Scotland, possible because of the regional reorganisation.
Not surprisingly, it was temporarily irrelevant to Northern Ireland, to
whose unique problems, ‘the troubles’, we now turn.

13.94. The effect of ‘the troubles’ upon social workers was not easy to
assess. Neither study was in the province’s most troubled urban areas,
although one was conducted in a notorious frontier region. In areas where
there was little or no paramilitary activity the task of workers was little
different from anywhere else in the United Kingdom, except that anxiety
levels in the community, especially among the elderly, were probably
higher, and a few families from troubled areas had moved in.

13.95. It was common for staff initially to say, even in troubled areas, that
the troubles had not affected them. They found it difficult to isolate them
from their total work experience:

‘It’s very difficult to say how they have affected me: you’d really have to
pick it out of me because I’m so used to working within the troubled
situation.’

Concerning personal safety, one can say that, although in the past threats
had been made to social workers, they were rare. Once social workers were
known and accepted by the community, they felt reasonably secure,
especially, as in the frontier district, where there were community contacts
prepared to examine any threats made to them. It was further said that
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when trouble was expected somewhere, word was passed to staff from the
community to keep clear of the particular area. They said that services, like
meals on wheels, to the troubled areas continued as usual and there was no
evidence that the religious persuasion of worker or client affected their
general work.

13.96. Senior staff were concerned lest complacency should develop:

‘Generally speaking, we’ve been very lucky, walked a very fine tightrope

in this area and got away with it. . .I would hate staff either not to pick
danger up themselves or not to tell their seniors where they have the
remotest suspicion they are at risk. When they have been going on so
long they tend to take these things for granted.’

But some social workers did feel nervous sometimes in certain areas:

‘There are certain areas where I’m not happy at all. There are one or two
estates where you don’t know when you go to visit people whether you
will be told so and so will get you.’

And some had been brought up sharply by a threat:

‘It was the first time I had really felt the impact of the troubles here. I’d
say that since then I would be more cautious of what I’m doing.’

13.97. Many of the pressures of working in Northern Ireland were the same
faced by everyone else in the province—road blocks, searches, the fear of
becoming unwittingly involved in an incident. But the pressure upon social
work assistants in one area were ‘special’ as has been described in the
section on ‘Ancillaries’ (Chapter VI). In relation to the provision of home
helps, they were, on occasions, under threat. As one said:

‘In saying—*‘‘Right! You’re not getting anything’’—I could have ended
up knee-capped or something, I wasn’t prepared to take that risk.’

Social workers did, however, give some other indications of the way their
work had been affected. The current political vacuum had resulted in many
people requesting social workers to act as mediators with other resource
giving agencies.

13.98. The troubles had also posed some special problems for community
workers. The growth of community groups, many of which had diverse
aims, ranging from the welfare of the elderly and deprived children to open
paramilitary involvement, posed problems for these workers. Their
activities were sometimes closely watched by rival factions thus rendering
them particularly vulnerable to allegations of bias. The fear that community
groups were merely a front or that leadership could quickly pass into the
hands of paramilitaries quelled the enthusiasm for community involvement
in some areas and presented the community worker with a well-nigh
impossible task. Some workers spoke of writing non-committal court
reports for juveniles and most mentioned the cardinal rule that in some
areas the help of the police was not to be sought for escort work. But most
did not see this as a problem. A senior member of staff said:

‘One has to adapt one’s work to what is reasonable. Supposing you are
taking a child compulsorily to a place of safety and the parents don’t like
it, the normal thing is to involve the police. But there are areas where the
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police are less welcome than others. To bring the police, if they were to
come, would probably cause a breach of the peace rather than prevent
one. So here we might do it ourselves and take a bit of a chance. I have
one instance where there were children very much at risk. In the end one
social worker went in on her own, interviewed the man who had the
children, managed to get all except the youngest and we got the other the
next day. But a few months later that fellow murdered the mother of the
children and two aunts. We knew we were dealing with a man like that,
but it was in an area that if you brought in the police it would have meant
a few saracens and jeeps, and it brings the whole thing out of perspec-
tive. But we were taking a chance and if things go wrong then, we are the
ones that are the fall guys.’

Another said there was going to come a point where they were no longer
prepared to take this chance:

‘In some situations the legislation is unworkable. The situation is going to
arise some day where we say—‘‘Right! You’re not going to remove that
child”’—We don’t remove that child, something happens to that child
and the department says—‘‘But you should have done something.”” It
concerns me that the department is totally oblivious to it although they
have been told about it.’

13.99. Most social workers were unwilling to speculate as to what long term
effects the troubles would have on the community or even to what extent
they had affected the mass of people now:

‘I think a historian in twenty years’ time might be able to see that in a
more clear light.’

But the elderly were singled out as a group who particularly suffered, as did
families left fatherless by imprisonment, desertion, or death. A social work
assistant spoke of an area, now quiet, but which had once been a vortex of
violence:

‘There are families which have maybe lost somebody, lost several, or
been in gaol. We have an awful lot of tension, nervous breakdowns,
family break-ups and a lot of children needing care and attention. The
older community are tired, they’re depressed and very easily frightened.
Their friends have moved, families have gone, they’ve been left to fend
for themselves.’

Social workers had sometimes been called upon to help organise emergency
relief for families made homeless by bomb explosions and bomb hoaxes,
and to deal with the worries and anxieties which these created.

13.100. We have written at some length about these matters because we
think it right for readers outside Northern Ireland to take cognisance of the
unique problems which social workers faced. However, it is only fair to add
that our respondents themselves did not wish these issues to dominate the
discussion with the researchers. It was difficult sometimes to know whether
this was defensive or merely that, after so many years, it had become
‘second nature’ to take certain factors into account.

13.101. In concluding this section, there is one more general observation
concerning a deficiency in our studies, which might be termed ‘the historical
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perspective’. During the course of our discussions, we picked up, of course,
many reactions to social services organisation and some to the changes in
local government structure and the creation of the Boards. However, we are
well aware that to understand some of the feelings and attitudes which we
encountered, we needed to know much more about the history of these
changes and developments, perhaps especially the latter since they had a
‘local flavour’, difficult for us to savour. For example, in our north east
England study, it was clear that the amalgamation of two authorities had
left one of the teams we studied feeling isolated from the others and from
headquarters. In Scotland, where the reorganisation had been the most
radical, the effects were most marked in those more rural areas where staff
now felt that they might be overlooked in a context of massive urban
problems and need. But we suspect that some of the mysteries we failed to
solve concerning roles and relationships would have been cleared up if we
had had detailed knowledge of the recent, local history.

Conclusion

13.102. The portrait of social services departments, or their equivalent,
which we'studied in Scotland and Northern Ireland, is generally one of com-
mitment and hard work, of concern and sympathy for clients and of valiant
efforts by many individuals to cope with the pressures and strainsy some of
which have been analysed in this overview. ng_e_a_r,_hgmcxer_._wgbest' il
endeavours of many mdmdl@l_s._gﬂgi%g_rgm levels in the organisations to
provide good services to those in need are to an extent undermined by

several factors. First, there is an overriding Tack of clarity about Ob_]eCthCS

and roles, about the proper functions of the personal social services and of

social work in Eartlcuilar Secondly, there is, quite bl bluntly, (with some
honourable echeQLansLhJack_olewatlon and creativity which would

provide orgamsatlonal struguﬁg tp facilitate innovation. The role of the
three reg1onal social work services is crucial here. For where theére are
interesting developments at local level, it is important that they should be
disseminated as widely as possible. Thirdly, and not surprisingly, restraints
and cutbacks have come at a most unfortunate time for the development of
a type of agency new to the United Kingdom—a comprehenswe statutory
department for the provision of personal social services. However,
discouraging as this is, it is our impression that many of the issues which
have concerned us most in this report are not directly related to shortage of
resources. Certainly, if restraints on staffing expansion were lifted
overnight, we would not wish to argue for ‘more of the same’ but for a
radical reappraisal to precede further expenditure. This is not to say ‘more’
is not needed. The question so far as staff is concerned is ‘more of what and

how deployed?’

- - -~ S =

13.103. The personal social services are growing more and more important
in the lives of men and women of all ages and classes in society. We must
conclude that we have a very long road to travel before we can claim to be

. g Sg——— . 1y A
providing a service in which the deep compassion of many individual
workers is contained within, and tostereTBy, sensmve ‘and eff1c1ent
organisational structures. - . St
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