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A conversation with Alan Baird, the Scottish Government’s Chief Social Work Advisor  

Saturday 7 December 2013 1.30 – 3.30 Quaker Meeting House, Edinburgh 

We were delighted to meet with Alan Baird, invited by Camphill Scotland to a joint Camphill Families 

and Friends Scotland/Camphill Scotland event. 

Alan was appointed in April of this year, taking over from Alexis Jay, the first postholder. He has had 

a long and varied career in social work in Scotland and for the 11 years before he took up this post 

was Director of Social Work for Dundee City Council.  

Alan explained that the Scottish Government created the post of Chief Social Work Advisor in 

conjunction with the combination of the former Care Commission, Social Work Inspection Agency 

and the child protection unit of  HMI for education  to form the current integrated regulatory body, 

the Care Inspectorate.  In line with this, he also has a key ‘sponsorship’ role with regard to the 

Scottish Social Services Council, which is the body responsible for registering people who work in 

social services and regulating their education and training. 

 In general, his role is to advise the Government on social work issues as they arise. To help him do 

this, he has a staff of nine civil servants and a budget of £9million. 

Alan pointed to the various changes and challenges, including: 

 Financial cutbacks 

 The fact that between 60% and 70% of social care services are now provided by the private 

sector, although the local authorities commission services and retain overall responsibility 

for them. 

 Changes to self-directed support. 

 More emphasis on early intervention and prevention ( which should also reduce costs). 

 The integration of health and social care. 

 Important changes in criminal justice 

 The emphasis on the ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’ ( GIRFEC) policy 

 Increase in the older population 

Alan said that his main aim was to build a stronger and more cohesive and credible workforce which 

at the same time would be afforded more protection from automatic blame. 

As a starting point, he has established a forum including representatives from the social work 

workforce, from trade unions and from academia to move this forward. He meets every month with 

the Minister for Children and Young People, Aileen Campbell and on occasion with the Minister for 

Public health, Michael Matheson. 

At the moment, Alan is out and about a lot (he has made 40 visits since taking up his post) and keen 

to visit as many different settings and services as possible, along with his civil servants. He would like 

to visit Camphill communities, bringing with him civil servants from the adults’ and children’s policy 

teams. 
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A lively question and answer session ensued with questions from the floor and also sent in from 

different communities. The main points and issues raised were as follows. 

FROM THE FLOOR 

 Concern that among the large numbers of  children and adults needing social work 

support, adults with learning disabilities were a small group and at risk of being 

marginalised. 

Alan replied that he did not think this was the case, pointing to the move of adults with learning 

disabilities from big institutions and policies such as ‘The Same as You?’ and the recent document 

‘The keys to Life’. 

 The vulnerability of many adults with learning disabilities when ‘in the community’ and the 

importance of educating ‘the community’ 

Alan agreed, and in this context mentioned the Adult Support and Protection Act. 

 The tension between local authorities who insisted on seeing the Camphill intentional 

communities as ‘institutions’ rather than ‘communities’ and the local authority bias in 

favour of supported (often single) tenancies. 

Alan commented that his (admittedly fairly distant) impressions of visiting Camphill communities 

had been of very individual support. He saw Camphill’s longevity and international reach as a great 

strength. He saw the solution to the problems highlighted as one of marketing and that Camphill 

needed to do more to communicate its values and practice. 

 The extreme difficulties parents had had in finding suitable services for their son, and the 

inappropriate health service provision. 

 

 A co-worker spoke about the very positive response they had had when they’d invited the 

new head of social work at Dumfries and Galloway Council to visit their community. 

 

 Difficulties with cross local authority issues, with local authorities often being unwilling to 

visit, find out about or fund services that were not within their own local authority areas. 

Many others echoed this. 

 

 A person living in a Camphill community just now spoke about her own experience as a 

child from a very difficult background, and how she had benefitted enormously from the 

kind of support she has had at Camphill 

 

 The gulf that sometimes existed between what the Scottish Government promoted  and 

enacted as policy and what is actually implemented by local authorities. 

 

Alan said that central government could not, and would not want to direct local government action. 
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 That despite a supposed commitment to early intervention and prevention, in fact in cases 

of adults with learning disabilities local authorities will often explicitly not intervene 

except in cases of ‘critical’ need – i.e. in situations of crisis 

 

Alan agreed that this was the case and said he did not have an answer for it. 

 

 In relation to Alan’s point about the perceived problems of an ageing population, attention 

was drawn to a well researched paper in the current issue of the BMJ challenging this 

commonly held view.This paper offers evidence that because of improvements in health, 

older people are not the cause of additional health care costs, and that the main health 

care spend for everyone is during their final illness, at whatever stage of life this occurs. 

(Population ageing: the timebomb that isn’t? Jeroen Spijker and John MacInnes BMJ 

Published 12 November 2013) 

 

WRITTEN QUESTIONS (some of these were presented from the floor) 

 

 Serious concerns about Scotland Excel, a procurement organisation serving all local 

authorities and related organisations across Scotland. In this case, the Camphill 

community in question has been unable to sign up to the proposed national childcare 

framework  because it conflicts with the statutory duties of the community trustees. This 

matter has been taken up by their local MSP, and Alan Baird was given a copy of the letter 

from the MSP to Aileen Campbell laying out the case ( this is an open document). 

 

Other concerns were expressed about the operation of Scotland Excel. 

 

Alan agreed to pursue this matter further 

 

 With reference to Alan’s emphasis on the importance of a well-trained, high quality work 

force, there appear to be gaps in the knowledge and training of many social workers and 

teachers in working with challenging children, with the result that many such children 

cannot survive in mainstream settings and are in part-time programmes. 

 

Emails were exchanged so that this discussion could be continued. 

 

In this context, there was mention of the one year pilot social pedagogy training programme about 

to be trialled at two Camphill communities, starting in Spring 2014. This is supported by one of the 

recommendations of ‘Keys for Life’ referred to earlier 

 

The meeting ran out of time at this point and some questions were not discussed because of this. 

Alan was warmly thanked for coming, and we look forward to a lively continuing relationship. 


