
Policy Development

We have been developing the City Council’s Corporate Improvement Plan, in consultation with the Overview and Scrutiny Committees and with local people.  The Plan was published 30 June and sets out the strategic direction for the Council over the next three years, although is subject to annual review to account for any change to Council policy that may be required, particularly with the current debate about potential local government re-organisation in Cumbria.  The Council last produced a Corporate Plan in 2004 so this was a good opportunity for us to set out where we are now and what we need to do in the future in order to achieve our vision for Carlisle.

The Plan is firmly grounded in what local people have told us is most important to them in determining quality of life, and uses the socio-economic picture of Carlisle to provide a sound rationale for our priorities.  It also reflects national and even global issues such as reducing carbon footprint in response to climate change. 

The Plan addresses a number of Peer Review recommendations including:

· Reviewing the Community Plan and Corporate Plan and ensuring priorities are “fit for purpose”.  The Plan presents Carlisle Renaissance as the overarching Vision for Carlisle and is specific about the Council’s priorities of Cleaner, greener, safer and Learning City – and what they mean.

· Communicating our priorities inside and outside the Council – this will continue as we deliver the Plan and report progress as part of the Corporate Performance Management Framework

· Ensuring our plans are implemented quickly, particularly Carlisle Renaissance.  Directors are currently preparing service plans that reflect the priorities within the Plan. This will include potential for reallocating resources in order to ensure successful delivery of the Plan.

· Ensure that people are aware of our successes.  Many achievements of the City Council over the last few years are highlighted in the Plan.

As noted above, progress on the Plan will be reported regularly to the Executive and Overview and Scrutiny Committees.  We need to think more about how we can inform and involve our local communities in this monitoring and review process.   

Performance Update

2006/07

Over half the number of Best Value Performance Indicators showed signs of improvement when compared to the previous year.  Of the 33% of those that deteriorated, thirteen only dropped by a fraction of a percentage point. 

There is more good news when the authority’s performance is compared against the National Quartile information for 2005/06, 38% are in the top quartile, with 24% in the 2nd quartile – both improved figures on previous years.

Disappointingly 51% of the BVPIs did not achieve the target that was set at the start of the year.  Extra work has recently gone into target setting, using relevant, up to date information, and it is anticipated that improvement will be seen in performance against targets at the end of this year.

One target that was realised was 100% return of performance information across the authority within the specified deadlines.  This is the first time this has been achieved.

2007/08

The 1st quarter performance indicator collection was requested end June and will be reported to Senior Management Team and Overview and Scrutiny Committees in July and August. Subsequent monthly reporting will take place in areas identified by the 1st quarter collection – this will be reviewed by Senior Management Team. 

It is intended that this will be the last time the software Indicata+ is used to collect performance indicator data.  Work will commence shortly on developing other options that are more user-friendly and flexible. 

Access to services inspection

The Audit and Inspection programme for Cumbria councils for 2007/08 includes an assessment of progress since the Improving services through access and user focus inspection, 2004/05.  We are currently preparing a self assessment against four key lines of enquiry that the Audit Commission will use as the basis for the inspection:

1. Ease of access to services

2. Using E-Government to support access to services

3. Reaching all parts of the community

4. Partnership working

The inspection will take place during July – August and the final report will be published, September.

Best Value User Satisfaction Survey

The results of the 2006/07 survey were included in the Best Value Performance Plan.  When compared against the other councils in Cumbria, Carlisle City Council was best for overall satisfaction, satisfaction with museums and galleries and with parks and open spaces.  Satisfaction with complaint handling was lower and we are currently reviewing our corporate complaints policy.  The Council recently adopted a policy for dealing with unreasonable and unreasonably persistent complaints.

Social Inclusion Policy & Partnerships Officer

This is a new post within the team, the post holder transferred from the Community Services Directorate. 

The post supports the development of the Carlisle Partnership, and particularly the Healthy Communities and Older People’s task group, the City Council’s social inclusion and equality and diversity work, and the local advice sector.

The post also facilitates the ‘Carlisle Advice Forum’ which includes Carlisle Credit Union.  As a partnership, the Forum recently submitted an application for Lottery funding to include three caseworkers and a co-ordinator as an additional resource for the Law Centre, Age Concern, and Benefit Advice Service.  The bid was unsuccessful but we intend to try again at the next round in October. The Forum also participated in campaigns to promote the Credit Union. 

Other partnership work includes support for the Community and Voluntary Sector to develop a Third Sector Hub in Carlisle.

Annual Audit

The audit of the City Council’s performance data is split into three stages.  As part of the first stage, a Performance Specialist from the Audit Commission is visiting on Monday, 25 June.  He will go through the performance information that has been submitted by the authority to date, as well as holding workshops with PI users and Service Heads to discuss performance and in particular, Data Quality.

Intranet

The Intranet has now been installed and we are currently working on phase one of the project with our preferred contractor Lynx.  Phase one of the project includes the replacement of public folders to provide searchable, stream-lined and categorised access to our shared information.  This will require the migration of all the information currently on public folders to the new Intranet.  All the directorates and services have been asked to tidy up their areas to make sure that all information relevant to their area is up to date and if no longer required they have been asked to delete it.  

Other features to be done in this phase include staff directory, staff notice board, suggestion box and booking resources.

The Chat area for staff has now been designed and we feel that this is a great area to get staff using the Intranet.

Policy & Performance Services will be piloting the new Intranet.  This will include building on the team pages. We will also be trying out features and testing the usability before going live to the rest of the organisation.

The Intranet will be available as a source of information to all users from the start. A group of approximately 20 users will receive some basic training from Lynx on such things as how to add information, uploading office documents, adding news and populating the existing service area public sites.  The Intranet will be marketed to the organisation prior to its "go live" and this will be done towards the end of July.  The Communications team will distribute a "special staff news" leaflet focused on the Intranet so staff are aware of what is happening.

Freedom of information (FOI)

We received 10 FOI requests in June and a total of 57 so far in 2007.  Topics in June included – staff bill and number of staff relating to waste disposal regulations, number of planning permissions in last 3 years and forthcoming regeneration work in Carlisle.  5 requests have been completed within the statutory timescale and 6 requests are still outstanding, their due date for response is mid July 2007. 

Information about all requests is available on the Council’s website. There is a link to FOI on the bottom of every page.
Financial Services:

Statement of Accounts 2006/07

Council approved the 2006/07 Final Accounts including the Statement of Accounts on 28 June 2007, following consideration by the Audit Committee on 22 June and the Executive on 25 June. Training in the Role of the Audit Committee and in particular the Final Accounts process was provided to the Audit Committee on the morning of the 22/06/07, principally for the benefit of new members to the Committee.

Following approval by Council the working paper files have been finalised and handed to the Audit Commission as part of the formal audit process. The statutory deadline for the audit to be completed is 30 September.  Regular meetings are held during the audit period between the Audit Commission and senior Finance staff to discuss progress with the audit. Any issues arising are considered by the Senior Management Team.

Medium Term Financial Plan and Capital Strategy

The Capital Strategy and Medium Term Financial Plan (incorporating the Corporate Charging Policy) have been considered by the Executive and the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee and are considered elsewhere on the Council agenda for approval. These documents form the basis to guide the forthcoming budget process.

2008/09 to 2010/11 Budget Process

A timetable for the budget process and first budget report will be issued shortly for consideration by officers and members. Guidance will be issued and training in budgeting is planned to take place during the summer months.

Revenues and Benefits Services

Performance targets for the service for the first quarter are currently being collated. 

Guidelines are still awaited for the introduction of the Local Housing Allowance which will apply from 1 April 2008, and which bring in the biggest changes to Housing Benefit Administration since 1992.  A full report will be prepared for the Executive in September. 

Details of the new national Concessionary Fare scheme to operate from 1 April 2008 are also still awaited.  Again a full report will be prepared for the Executive in September including any estimated financial implications.


Audit Services

Council approved the Audit Plan for the 2007/08 financial year on 1 May 2007. The Plan is based on a strategic risk assessment and which will guide the work of the service for the coming year. The Audit Committee will monitor the Plan.

The Audit Committee on 22 June considered the following reports:

· The updated Action Plans relating to the Statement on Internal Control and the Code of Corporate Governance. A new Code of Corporate Governance is due to be published very shortly and the Council will need to review its current code in the light of the new guidance. 

· A progress report on audits completed during the period.

· The Annual Progress Report for 2006/07 on internal audit matters together with the agreed form of assessment for the effectiveness of Audit Services.

A self-assessment questionnaire for the Audit Committee has been obtained and has been adapted for the Authority’s use in due course. It has now been agreed with the Chairman of the Audit Committee that the conclusions drawn from this questionnaire will be reported to the Audit Committee in September. 

Councillor J Mallinson

Finance and Performance Management Portfolio Holder
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