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Save Oxfordshire’s Children’s Centres 
Campaign Meeting 

3rd September, 730 pm, Oxford Town Hall 

 

Minutes 

1. Welcome and Introduction 

Kat Hibbs (Chair, KH) welcomed everyone to the meeting. A clip from the BBC news 
programme on Tuesday was played, which included a quote from the council. KH 
introduced Jill Huish (JH) who organised the 2013 campaign. 

2. Introductory speakers 

JH stated that the 2013 had been small but very successful, however that it feels 
different this time. Emphasised that children centres are value for money. Social 
Services currently operate a Child in Need and Child Protection procedure – Social 
Services’ aim is to prevent a child going from CiN to CP, whereas the aim should be 
to prevent children needing Social Services input in the first place. 

KH stated that she would pass around a board asking people to give their details and 
how they can help. 

Next speaker was Sian Taylor, who is a Labour city councillor (Blackbird Leys and 
Greater Leys ward) and a health visitor with 30 years experience. Stated that children 
centres had been one of Labour’s most important achievements. Children centres 
play a multitude of roles. Advantage is that families get to know their local centres 
and are able to develop good relationships with staff. Very concerned about 
proposed shift from universal to targeted hubs (Early Intervention hubs). Feels that 
universal nature of children’s centres is their strength- current model is acceptable to 
families and easy to access. Acknowledged that most families need a bit of additional 
support. Early years intervention is really important because of the impact on later life 
and this is the support that children centres can offer. Really concerned about what 
would happen if children centres become somewhere that people go “if they have 
problems”. People might not know where to go, especially if they feel they are not 
coping. Raised the general issue of stigma, as parents might feel worried that they 
would be seen as bad parents. Sian acknowledged that whilst Oxford is generally 
and affluent city, some areas actually belong to the 20% of most deprived areas. 
Current proposals undermine all the good work that has been achieved so far. 

Next speaker was John Tanner (JT), Labour county councillor. John was pleased to 
see so many councillors attend the meeting and about the press coverage achieved 
so far. John explained the budget cuts that children centres face, and that there 
might be more in future. However we should not simply accept that these cuts will 
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happen. John was clear that bringing up children is tough and that it is difficult to do 
on your own – we therefore all need support, which you can’t just privatise. Does not 
mean we are problem families if we find it hard to cope at times. Important to get 
people at the early stage- it is no good excluding the 80 – 90% of families, who are 
not at “high risk”. John felt that the council does respond to campaigns and may back 
down. Important that we don’t go down quietly. We need to work together and make 
a fuss. Encouraged everyone to contact their local county councillors. We also need 
to reach out to people elsewhere in the country and to other children centres (NB: 
non-Oxford) in order to get more people involved. Our message needs to be heard 
by the full county council at the meeting next Tuesday. This will be followed by a 
cabinet meeting the week after and the consultation will begin after that which we will 
need to respond to. We need to make our concern, anger and determination 
apparent. Children centres need to be kept open to all. 

Paul O’Kelly from the District TUC spoke briefly, as the TUC were holding their 
meeting at the same time and they wanted to send a representative to see how they 
can help. 

KH advised that the National Union of Teachers and the Affordable Warmth Network 
are also on board. 

KH asked people to spend five minutes with other attendees to discuss why they 
were here and what they wanted to do to help. 

Liz Brighouse (leader of the Labour group on the council, LB) stated that she wanted 
to put a few things into context. Said that cuts would not be just to the children’s 
centres but also to the 7 Early Intervention hubs. Said that decision was taken some 
time ago, but that it has taken a long time to decide how to implement the cuts. Is 
concerned that following an impending spending review a further £60m may be cut 
from the council budget and that “this is a level of austerity that we have never seen 
before”. 

KH asked about the council taking on Public Health responsibilities. LB confirmed 
that this did not come with any extra money. LB again emphasised that we need to 
pick our fights and that she is very worried about the level of cuts. Agreed to issue of 
stigmatisation is important. 

Brief discussion about the likely impact of new hubs being for those aged 0-19. JH 
thought that current workers who are very specifically trained would need retraining. 
LB felt that trained youth workers would be needed. KH stated that we risk losing 
highly skilled and experienced workers. 

 

3. Individual contributions 

During the next part of the meeting several attendees shared their views and 
concerns. They will be identified by initial if a name was provided. 
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• Church representatives – wanted to know what the next steps are and what 
would be helpful. 

JH explained that the vast majority of people do not know what the children centres 
do and assume that “it is just about going for coffee”. JH read a statement from 
someone involved with the Freedom Project which supports those who have 
experienced domestic violence to illustrate the range of services provided by children 
centres. 

• JH’s father spoke of his personal experience and the help the children’s 
centres had given his daughter. 

• Next speaker was someone who identified himself as an “ordinary citizen, not 
a Tory”. Stated that socialism was about choosing the right priorities and that 
he felt that children centres should be such a priority. We need to rigorously 
campaign. Also highlighted that in reality there will be cuts, if not now then in 
the future– therefore need to think about how we plan for the future and how a 
sustainable funding model can be developed. Suggesting forming a separate 
body to look at funding models. 

KH wondered why the council had not engaged with the centre managers. JH stated 
that the council had said in 2013 that they would look at services but that so far no 
managers had been spoken to. 

• Children centre user: Stated that we could make lots of comments about how 
useful children centres are. Said that “people will get in a bad state”. Spoke 
about the “depth of despair” you can feel with a new baby and that it can be 
“unspeakable” what you sit with. Described that her own family did not live 
close and that the people she had met at the children’s centres were her 
support network, but that she would not have met them had it not been for the 
children centres. Said that people would need more time with their health 
visitors or GPs if they didn’t have the children centres and that they were 
fantastic value for money. 

• JA (county council councillor): Acknowledged that children centres are 
valuable and are working but that we knew last year that the council were 
reviewing – different areas have different needs. 

EB raised that it is not fair to prioritise certain areas and that all children centres have 
value for the people who use them. People might not be showing up in statistics, but 
that is because the centres are working. 

• BA (Wood Farm children centre): Raised that children centre staff are being 
forbidden to talk about what is happening, that they can’t campaign or hold 
meetings. Wondered whether this is legal. 

LB stated that she would deal with this matter and that staff should not have been 
told this. 
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Another attendee stated that the Cutteslowe children centre had been told that they 
were not allowed to campaign. Community midwife Lisa (based at Florence Park 
children centre) said that children centre staff had been requested to remain neutral. 
Lisa was clear that she was representing herself not the children centre. 

• Lisa wondered whether we could contact the community police, as in the 
previous campaign we had an eloquent contribution from police who spoke 
about the value of the children’s centres. 

• SC (Oxfordshire National Union of Teachers) who is a secondary school 
teacher, head of year and involved with pastoral support. Sees how many 
people slip through the net. Children have lots of issues that could have been 
cleared up in early years. Expensive to treat, as lots of professionals need to 
be involved. NUT want to be involved with publicity and media. 

• B ? (did not catch surname, city council): Felt that image of children centres 
needs to be dispelled. People need to know what might be lost. Also 
wondered about legal aspect. There are contracts in place with children 
centres to provide services, which had money attached to them – what 
happens to this money if services are cut? Also felt that campaign should be 
county-wide and involve Chipping Norton (as in David Cameron’s 
constituency) and could go national – need to await autumn statement. 

Sarah Holliday, who has been running an online survey to gauge who uses what 
children’s centres said that so far there has been no response from Thame, Henley, 
Chipping Norton or Bicester. Also that there is very little response from Blackbird 
Leys – need to think how we can target these centres. KH stated that children 
centres are used by a diverse population and that some users might not feel 
confident to campaign. They might also not be aware of the campaign. Lisa felt that it 
would be good to reach out to already established networks, i.e. community based 
groups. Also suggested that Sue Gerhard and OxPIP get involved. 

The issue of centre staff not being able to get involved was discussed again. We 
need to get those who are going to be very passionate involved. Also need to 
remember that there are some independent/charity-funded children centres. 

• C? (did not catch surname, used to be a manager of a children centre): What 
will happen to families who access a referral only service? Ongoing social 
support will be lacking. What is the long-term strategy? Children centres 
provide cohesive community development. Current proposal will destroy 
communities and create isolation. We currently have a model of support that 
works. 

• County council representative: Need to keep an eye on services not just the 
buildings. For instance health visitors are in a unique position to spot problems 
– but in future might identify problems and have nowhere to go. 

• Representative from Homestart Oxford: Described what would be lost if 
centres go. More money needs to go into Early Years. 
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• A-MS: Again raised the issue of staff being gagged. Can we engage trade 
unions, i.e. approach UNITE? 

Unite Branch officer – Early Intervention Abingdon. Executive member meeting with 
seniors from children centres. Impact is the same as with children centres because of 
merger of 0-5 with post 5 services. 

4. Next steps 
• Petition to be written – not yet done due to vagueness of county council’s 

proposals. Volunteers to provide assistance requested 
• Standard letter could also be provided 
• Website has space for personal experiences of children centres 
• County Council proposals to be published on their website on Monday, 7th 

September 
• Can a DONATE button be added to the website to cover campaign costs? 
• Does anyone have contacts in the printing world who could help with printing 

leaflets, posters etc. 
• Agreed to organise a protest outside county hall on Tuesday, 8th September 

(full council meeting) and Tuesday, 15th September (Cabinet meeting) 

 

Meeting closed at 9.10pm. A collection to help with campaign costs was started. 


