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	1
	Purpose of Report

	
	The purpose of this report is to provide Gwent Public Services Board (PSB) with an update on progress relating to the Best Start in Life (BSiL) Area of Focus (AoF) and to request support/feedback on the recommendations. 


	2
	Background

	
	2a. Building a BSIL System for Gwent
A significant focus of the Best Start in Life work to date has been on building the Best Start in Life system and governance structures in Gwent, whilst also supporting and connecting services and programmes that deliver against the strategic mission to give every child in Gwent the best start in life. 

BSiL governance groups are established, and through an expression of interest process, supported by Gwent Association of Voluntary Organisations (GAVO) and Torfaen Voluntary Alliance (TVA), the Voluntary and Community sector is now represented. Three community sector organisations have accepted places on the Regional BSiL Management Group (RMG). These organisations are Y Plant Affricanaidd CIC, The Parent Network Ltd and Halo Leisure. A representative from Barnardos will sit on both RMG and Leadership Groups. 

Mapping work, based on the Public Health Wales The Best Start in Life: An Early Years Framework for Action, has been undertaken to understand the partnership approach to BSiL in Gwent. The current picture is complex and there is an opportunity to establish a more effective BSiL system for Gwent that would work across the strategic partnership landscape and enable greater impact and accountability.

2b. Regional Best Start in Life Delivery Plan
A further priority for the BSiL AoF work has been developing a Regional BSiL Delivery Plan for Gwent, that brings together collective action to achieve the Best Start in Life mission. The focus has been on engaging with partners across Gwent to develop priorities and actions for improvement to inform the Plan. The process of refinement and engagement is ongoing.


	3
	Assessment of Progress

	
	3a. Regional Best Start in Life Delivery Plan Approach

A draft Regional Best Start in Life Delivery Plan, and accompanying documents, have been developed bringing together the agreed elements of the Delivery Plan approach:
· Programme Monitoring
· Priorities for Improvement
· Community of Practice

The suite of documents include: 
· The Gwent Best Start in Life: The Journey So Far
· The Gwent Best Start in Life Regional Delivery Plan
· An Early Years Framework for Action: Building an Early Years System in Gwent for The Long-Term

The Gwent Best Start in Life: The Journey So Far
This document provides detail on the background and approach undertaken to developing a regional delivery plan for Gwent. 

Key national programmes have been identified for inclusion in the 'Programme Monitoring' section of this document to understand their impact on addressing inequities across Gwent. Programmes will be monitored via BSiL governance groups and will be reported to the PSB.

The Best Start in Life Community of Practice (CoP) has also been included in this document. The CoP is now well established, with bi-monthly webinars and quarterly newsletters providing regular opportunities for learning, collaboration and engagement across the region, which have been well received.

The CoP is supported by a small editorial group drawn from the Regional BSiL Management Group. The next webinar will take place on 15th September 2026 on the topic of supporting healthy screen time for young children. The webinar will:
· Outline the UK Government’s policy on screen time for young children.
· Explore the potential impacts of excessive screen time on young children, while keeping the focus firmly on supporting families.

A summary of planned webinar topics and the most recent newsletter is provided at Appendix 2.

The Gwent Best Start in Life Regional Delivery Plan
The draft Gwent Best Start in Life Regional Delivery Plan sets out six regional priorities for improvement and the collaborative actions that partners will take to improve outcomes for babies, children and families across Gwent. 

Following approval of the draft Best Start in Life (BSiL) priorities for improvement by the Leadership Group in February 2026 and PSB in March 2026, the priorities were considered by the Regional Management Group. The Group was supportive of the proposed priorities and recommended that they be further shaped around the voice and experience of the child.

In response to this feedback and subsequent engagement with partners, the priorities have been refined as follows:

Priority 1: Planning and supporting the best pregnancy for me and my family 
Leads:       Jayne Beasley (Head of Midwifery & Gynaecology) and Claire Haymond (Public Health Lead Midwife)

Priority 2: Building strong emotional wellbeing and mental     health for me and my family 
Leads:       Gemma Burns (Joint Head of Child and Family   Psychology and Therapies service)

Priority 3: Supporting my family with my development from   baby to child to help me be ready to start school 
Leads:       Mandy Shide (Prevention and Inclusion Service Manager, Newport City Council) and Penelope Phillips (Early Years Team Manager, Newport City Council)

Priority 4: Ensuring my home is healthy, safe, secure and             comfortable in all weather for me and my family
Leads:       James Attwood (Health Intelligence Consultant) & Richard Francis (Principal Public Health Practitioner)

Priority 5: Helping my family to maximise their income to meet my needs
Leads:        To be determined

Priority 6: Helping me and my family access high-quality, inclusive childcare 
Leads:       Local Authority Early Years Leads - Ceri Bird (Blaenau   Gwent), Mandy Shide/ Penelope Phillips (Newport), Charlotte Dickens/ Emma Treadgold (Torfaen), Sarah Mutch (Caerphilly) and Beth Watkins (Monmouthshire)

The BSiL Lead, supported by colleagues across the Gwent Public Health Team, has worked closely with partners across the region to identify lead organisations and individuals for each priority area and to support the development of proposed actions.

The Regional BSiL Delivery Plan has a strong focus on reducing inequalities. It takes a proportionate universalism approach, providing support for all babies, children and families, while offering additional targeted support to those most affected by poorer outcomes.

The Delivery Plan, and associated documents, have been developed in collaboration with colleagues from the Health Board, local authorities, third sector and leads from other PSB Areas of Focus. Ongoing engagement has ensured alignment with existing strategic plans, reduced duplication and strengthened opportunities for collaborative working across the region.

The next stage in the planning process for the Regional BSiL Delivery Plan is to secure leadership for Priority 5 - Helping my family to maximise their income to meet my needs - and complete the associated action planning. Support from PSB members is therefore sought in identifying suitable leads for this priority area.

Further engagement on the Plan and implementation will take place with early years professionals, and with babies, children, young people and families to ensure that the delivery is informed by experience and reflects the voices of those it seeks to support.

The draft Regional Best Start in Life Delivery Plan, and associated documents, are attached at Appendix 3. PSB members are invited to review the draft suite of documents and provide comments to inform further development.


3b. Whole Systems Approach 
An Early Years Framework for Action: Building an Early Years System in Gwent for The Long-Term 

The Public Health Wales Best Start in Life: An Early Years Framework for Action (Appendix 4) identifies the key foundations required to develop a more effective and sustainable Best Start in Life system.

Work has been undertaken to map current regional activity against the Framework's three foundation stones, which is detailed in the Building an Early Years System in Gwent document. This provides an overview of existing strengths and identifies opportunities to strengthen collaboration, address gaps and support continuous improvement across the system.

Collectively, these actions will help create the conditions necessary for every baby and child in Gwent to have the best possible start in life.

Partnership Alignment
Discussions are continuing between the Regional BSiL Lead, the Chair of the Regional Partnership Board (RPB), and members of the RPB Children and Families Board to explore opportunities for closer alignment between the two partnerships. This work aims to strengthen strategic coordination, support shared planning and delivery arrangements, and minimise duplication in the oversight and monitoring of Best Start in Life activity across Gwent.

3c. Securing Additional Resource for BSiL in Gwent 

Ready to Learn, Ready to Grow Pilot Project

Following the update provided to the Public Services Board in September 2025, the Ready to Learn, Ready to Grow (R2LR2G) project has now concluded and an independent evaluation has been completed. A full evaluation report can be found in Appendix 5. 

Funded through the Welsh Government Child Poverty Innovation and Supporting Communities Grant, the project was delivered across Gwent between November 2025 and March 2026 and combined direct support for families with wider engagement with parents, carers and practitioners to improve understanding of child development and school readiness. 

Key findings from the evaluation include:
· A high proportion of participating children were identified as requiring support across a range of developmental domains prior to starting school, particularly speech and language, communication, social interaction, emotional development, attention and independence. 
· Many children demonstrated measurable improvements following participation in the programme, including improvements in communication and language skills, social play and interaction, independent coping, play-based learning and self-care skills.
· Parents reported increased confidence in supporting their child's development, improved parenting knowledge and skills, enhanced emotional wellbeing and reduced feelings of isolation.
· The evaluation reinforced the importance of speech, language and communication development as a key component of school readiness and highlighted the value of whole-family approaches that address both developmental and wider family needs. 
· Engagement with over 400 parents, carers and practitioners identified a need for a shared understanding of school readiness across Gwent, greater consistency in the information and resources available to families, and stronger multi-agency working between health, education and community partners.
· Parents and practitioners recognised the significant impact of poverty on child development and highlighted the need for accessible, practical support to help reduce inequalities in outcomes.

The evaluation has generated a series of recommendations focused on developing a shared understanding of child development and school readiness, strengthening partnership working, improving support and resources for families and practitioners, and building on existing examples of effective practice across Gwent.

The next phase of work will focus on progressing the evaluation recommendations, a number of which have already shaped key actions within the Gwent Best Start in Life Regional Delivery Plan. 

The evaluation report and associated learning will be shared widely across Gwent and Wales to support learning, influence future practice and strengthen partnership approaches to improving child development, reducing inequalities and supporting school readiness.

To and Fro
A collaborative funding proposal (see Appendix 6 for news articles) to the 1001 Days Critical Foundation has secured funding for a three-year pilot of the To and Fro programme in Blaenau Gwent and Torfaen. The programme will be delivered by Home-Start Cymru in partnership with Aneurin Bevan University Health Board Speech and Language Therapy Services, Specialist Public Health Nursing (Health Visiting), the Gwent Public Health Team, and Local Authority Early Years services.

To and Fro is an evidence-informed intervention that supports speech, language, communication and emotional bonding in babies aged 6-15 months. It focuses on families who may face additional challenges, including socioeconomic disadvantage, social isolation, language barriers, low literacy, or lower engagement with services.
The programme combines home-based support, group activities and community opportunities, alongside a video-feedback approach that helps strengthen responsive parent-child interactions. It aims to build parental confidence, create communication-rich home environments and improve connections to local support.

The pilot provides an opportunity to test an earlier preventative approach to speech, language and communication development, helping to address emerging difficulties before they become established. Outcomes will include improvements in parent-child interactions, parental confidence, social connectedness and programme engagement.

The project supports the Gwent Best Start in Life Regional Delivery Plan, contributing to Priority 3: Supporting my family with my development from baby to child to help me be ready to start school, with progress and learning reported through the Best Start in Life Leadership Group.

3d. Joint work across Areas of Focus.
Engagement has taken place with Leads from all PSB Areas of Focus in the development of the draft Regional BSiL Delivery Plan. 

A joint action has been agreed with the Safer Places AoF under Priority 4 - Ensuring My Home is Healthy, Safe, Secure and Comfortable in All Weather for Me and My Family:
Action 4D - Strengthen multi-agency action to identify, prevent, and respond to violence (including Violence Against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (VAWDASV), abuse, victimisation, offending and related safeguarding harms that adversely affect babies, children, and families.

There is an interface between Priority 5: Helping my family to maximise their income to meet my needs and the Economic Chances AoF and discussions have taken place regarding how best to progress this jointly.

Discussions with the Climate and Nature AoF have taken place which have influenced Plan development, specifically in relation to Priority 4 - Ensuring My Home is Healthy, Safe, Secure and Comfortable in All Weather for Me and My Family.

This collaborative approach will continue throughout the Plan's development to ensure alignment with strategic priorities, avoid duplication of effort, and strengthen opportunities for partnership working.


	4
	Recommendations to the PSB

	4.1


4.2


4.3
	Note and discuss the progress update relating to the Best Start in Life Area of Focus.

PSB are asked to support in identifying Leads for Regional Delivery Plan Priority for Improvement 5.

The PSB are asked to review and comment on the draft Regional BSiL Delivery Plan and associated documents. 


	5
	Recommendations to the Scrutiny Committee

	5.1


5.2


5.3
	Note and discuss the progress update relating to the Best Start in Life Area of Focus.

PSB are asked to support in identifying Leads for Regional Delivery Plan Priority for Improvement 5.

The PSB are asked to review and comment on the draft Regional BSiL Delivery Plan and associated documents.

	
	Background Documents
Appendix 1 – PSB BSiL Update Report March 2026

Appendix 2 – Community of Practice Newsletter and Webinar Schedule
2.1 English Version of the CoP Quarterly Newsletter
2.2 Welsh Version of the CoP Quarterly Newsletter
2.3 CoP Webinar Schedule

Appendix 3 – Suite of Draft Regional BSiL Delivery Plan Documents
3.1 The Gwent BSiL: The Journey So Far
3.2 The Gwent BSiL: Regional Delivery Plan
3.3 An Early Years Framework for Action

Appendix 4 - The Best Start in Life: An Early Years Framework for Action

Appendix 5 –Ready to Learn, Ready to Grow Evaluation Report

Appendix 6 – To and Fro Programme 
Press Article
Home Start Cymru News Article
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