CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

THURSDAY 17 FEBRUARY 2005 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor Guest (Chairman), Councillors C S Bowman (substitute for Councillor Jefferson), Mrs Bradley, Glover, Joscelyne, Mrs Prest, Ms Quilter and Mrs Styth.

ALSO

PRESENT:

Councillor Mitchelson (Leader and Promoting Carlisle Portfolio Holder)


CROS.12/05
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillor Firth and Jefferson.

CROS.13/05
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest affecting the business to be transacted.

CROS.14/05
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETINGS

The Minutes of the meetings held on 22 and 25 November 2004 were agreed as a correct record of the meetings and signed by the Vice-Chairman.

The Minutes of the meeting held on 13 January 2005 were submitted for information.

CROS.15/05
CALL-IN OF DECISIONS

There were no matters which were the subject of call-in.

CROS.16/05
WORK PROGRAMME

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented the work programme for 2004/05 and highlighted the following matters –

Flood Recovery Monitoring

Emergency Plan Review – A series of de-briefing meetings were being held by the individual Agencies involved in the response to the flooding, reporting to a collective meeting of the Agencies in mid-March 2005.  A report would be presented to a future meeting of this Committee on the learning points for the City Council and the wider implications for future emergency response procedures.  The City Council’s response to the Civil Contingencies Act requirements had been delayed as a result of the flooding, although the outcome of the response to the flood would help to inform this process.

Public Assets – The Chairman had met with the Head of Property Services and agreed that a special session on the implications of the flooding for the Council’s public assets would be arranged for Members of this Committee in late March/early April 2005.

Financial Implications of the Flooding – The costs arising from flood recovery works were still coming in and it was too early for the Head of Finance to prepare a report on this issue.

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager further reported that he would arrange to schedule the Performance Monitoring Reports to a future meeting.

The consultant engaged to review the Overview and Scrutiny function had postponed her final report.  It was intended that the consultant would attend the next meeting of this Committee and, in the meantime, reschedule planned meetings with senior Members.

RESOLVED – That the work programme and the information provided by the Overview and Scrutiny Manager be noted.

CROS.17/05
MONITORING OF FORWARD PLAN ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented report LDS.13/05 highlighting issues within the ambit of this Committee included within the Forward Plan of Executive Decisions for the period 1 February 2005 to 31 May 2005.

Mr Mallinson then explained the current status of each item.

RESOLVED – That the report be noted.

CROS.18/05
INFORMATION MANAGEMENT POLICY

The Information Officer, Strategic and Performance Services submitted report SP.01/05 enclosing a draft Information Management Policy which set out a framework for how the City Council will manage data, information and knowledge in line with current legislation and best practice.

The Executive, at its meeting on 1 February 2005, had agreed the content of the draft Policy for consultation purposes.  This Committee’s observations were requested for submission back to the Executive prior to the Policy being submitted to the City Council for formal approval.

Members raised the following matters:-

(a) Members noted that many Council documents had been lost in the flood.

The Information Officer advised that there may be electronic back ups of certain documents but that the hard copies had been lost.  Business Units were attempting to detail the extent of the documents that have been lost.  An Information Audit was to be undertaken as part of the Information Management Strategy.

Members asked that reference to the Information Audit should be included in the Action Plan arising from the Policy.

(b)  Members asked whether many requests for information under the Freedom of Information Act had been received to date.

The Information Manager confirmed that a number of requests had been received and were being dealt with in accordance with the legislation.

Members referred to the release of the consultant’s report on the Three Rivers Strategy to the Press under the Freedom of Information Act although Members of the City Council were unaware of its contents as it had not been submitted to any Committee.

The Leader reported that, following this, a protocol had been established whereby Group Leaders and the relevant Portfolio Holder were e-mailed prior to the release of information under the Freedom of Information Act to the Press.  The Three Rivers Strategy had been scheduled in the Forward Plan for discussion at the March 2005 meeting of the Executive.  An item had subsequently been included on the Agenda for the 21 February 2005 Executive meeting.

Members considered that this protocol needed to be reviewed so that all Members of the Council were made aware of instances where information was to be released to the Press under the terms of the Act.

Councillor Mitchelson undertook to meet with the other Group Leaders to refine the protocol so that it was acceptable to all Groups.

(c)  Under ‘Principles’ on Page 6, point 8 refers to information/data only being recorded once within the Council.  A Member asked how difficult this might be to achieve.

Dr Gooding replied that it was intended to work towards information/data on an individual, such as name and address, being held centrally making the Council more efficient in the way data is recorded.

(d) Under ‘Principles’ on Page 6, point 4 refers to ‘adequate and appropriate’ measures to ensure that information can be shared.  A Member asked how ‘adequate and appropriate’ would be determined.

The Information Officer replied that the term ‘adequate and appropriate’ was included in the Freedom of Information Act.  The Council would have to decide each request for information in accordance with the provisions of the legislation.  If certain information was personal and/or sensitive then it may be that it would be withheld.

The Leader reported that he had requested Officers to arrange for a presentation to be given to all Members of the City Council on the Freedom of Information Act.

RESOLVED – That the observations of this Committee be forwarded to the Executive.

CROS.19/05 
DELIVERING THE EFFICIENCY AGENDA IN CARLISLE CITY COUNCIL
Dr Gooding, Executive Director, submitted Report CE.34/04 and gave a presentation to the Committee on the Efficiency Agenda as a result of the Gershon Report and the implications for Carlisle City Council.

The Gershon report made requirements on Local Authorities to achieve 2.5% year on year efficiency gains over the next three years.  The formal Guidance and Technical Notes from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister detailing how Local Authorities were meant to achieve efficiency savings had now been received.

Every Local Authority was required to publish, by 15 April 2005, an annual Efficiency Statement setting out how it intended to secure efficiency gains in 2005/06.  In addition, a further Efficiency Statement had to be produced in June each year looking back on the past 12 months and assessing the efficiency gains which had been made and the front line services to which funding had been re-invested.

Efficiency savings would not be clawed back by central Government but would be available for re-investment locally.  However, the Council must demonstrate that at least half of the 2.5% efficiency gains are cashable.  Cashable savings are those that save money that can be directly re-invested in front-line services.  Non-cashable savings may represent increases in efficiency that cannot be directly re-invested as cash savings, for example, increases in productivity with no concomitant reduction in resources.  

The types of efficiency were discussed in the presentation and were as follows:

· Doing more for the same;

· Doing more for less;

· Doing the same for less;

· Doing a bit less for a lot less.

The intention of the efficiency review was not to deliver cheaper public services but to facilitate a re-direction of resources away from back office and low priority functions into high priority front-line services to ensure the best use of public money.  

In his presentation, Dr Gooding outlined what the efficiency agenda means for Carlisle City Council and Members of the Committee were invited to ask questions on the presentation:-

(a)  A Member asked what sanctions would be taken against Local Authorities that did not achieve the target efficiency savings.

Dr Gooding responded that he had no specific information on any Government sanctions at present, although, for instance, it seemed likely that a Local Authority which did not achieve the target savings would find it difficult to achieve a good CPA score.

(b)  A Member asked whether savings made in a particular Business Unit would be reinvested in that Business Unit.

Dr Gooding replied that it was important for efficiency savings to be treated as corporate savings for reinvestment in front line services.  It was clear that some Business Units were almost exclusively providing front line services and some Business Units mainly support services.  The intention of the Gershon Report would be to find efficiency savings in these support service areas to redirect to the front line services and this is how the City Council would have to proceed.

(c)  A Member asked how Officers who saw no advantage for their Business Unit would be engaged in this process.

Dr Gooding considered that it would be necessary for senior Managers to communicate the positive aspects of the process to staff although he recognised that some parts of the organisation would be unhappy about the process.

(d)  A Member asked how ‘front line service’ was defined.

Dr Gooding reported that it would be for the City Council to decide its priority areas to describe as ‘front line services.’

(e)  A Member asked if a member of staff in a back room service was made redundant, whether this would be classed as a cashable saving.

Dr Gooding indicated that if the funding was reinvested in front line services, then it would be classed as a cashable saving.

(f)  A Member asked whether there was scope for providing services for other Authorities or other joint service arrangements.

Dr Gooding considered that there may be efficiency savings to be gained by doing this.

(g)  A Member asked how Dr Gooding intended to drive the process forward with Business Units that did not want change.

Dr Gooding recognised that there may be difficulties in progressing the changes needed to achieve the required efficiency savings and that certain management issues are likely to arise.  He was, however, determined to overcome any difficulties given the big opportunity to improve the quality of services Carlisle City Council provides.

(h)  A Member asked who decided the priority areas.

Dr Gooding replied that the Council would need to revisit its corporate priorities within the Corporate Plan post flooding and be more specific on the issues which were considered most important.

(i)  A Member asked why this process had not already been done by Officers.

Dr Gooding reported that senior Managers had met Business Unit Heads over the last two Budget processes and discussed priority areas and the need for efficiency savings.  It was clear that there was now a need for stronger direction from Senior Managers given the implications of the Gershon Report.

Dr Gooding further reported that there was a role for the Corporate Resources Overview & Scrutiny Committee in the scrutiny of the development and implementation of the potential opportunities for realising efficiencies and the moving of resources towards front line services.

It should also become evident through the performance monitoring reports that there is an increase in performance in priority areas.

A Member suggested that zero based budgeting could be an area that the Authority may wish to investigate.

(j)  A Member asked whether there would be political direction over corporate priorities.

The Leader confirmed that decisions over redefining corporate priorities and redirection of resources would be made at Member level.

RESOLVED – That Dr Gooding be thanked for his informative presentation.

[The meeting ended at 3.25pm]

