
Policy and Performance 

Policy Development

The White Paper, and subsequent Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill, set out proposals for a new performance framework for local services. Comprehensive Area Assessment is at the centre of this new framework and will cover all local public services including local government, housing, health, education and community safety. CAA will replace Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) and will be in place by April 2009. The performance frameworks of the police and criminal justice system are also under review. It is the Government’s objective to align all of this work more closely.

On 2 August, Government published the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) harder test framework for single tier and county councils, 2007. There have been minimal changes since 2006 to allow for a period of consolidation before the transition to Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) 2008/09. 

Government consulted with single tier and county councils on 3 areas:

· Updating CPA for these councils

· Arrangements for the transitional year, 2008/09 and,

· Initial principles for developing Comprehensive Area Assessments

The current CPA framework for district councils will apply to March 2009, i.e. districts seeking re-categorisation must demonstrate significant and sustainable improvement since their initial CPA. 

It is worth noting the early principles for CAA explored by the Audit Commission in its recent consultation.  Comprehensive Area Assessment is fundamentally different to CPA. It will be area based, focused on risk and will be more forward looking. The Vision for CAA is to drive more effective delivery of public services for all citizens, especially those most in need:

· Relevant to quality of life of local people

· Area and outcome focussed

· Constructive and forward looking, e.g. risk assessment would no longer say, “you are performing badly”, rather, “these are the risks you are running and these are the potential impacts of not addressing them

· Joint and participative – to include views of local people

The Audit Commission propose to spend the final year of CPA focusing on areas important to CAA, i.e.

· Engagement with citizens and service users

· Partnership working and cross-sector collaboration

· Local performance management

· Improving value for money

We will have opportunity to respond when the Audit Commission consult formally on their proposals for CAA later in the year.

Performance Management

During 2006/07, the Council allocated capital funding of £50,000 to purchase new performance management software during 2006/07.  This would enhance our performance management framework and streamline the collection, reporting and decision making processes involved in managing the Council’s performance.

The project was put on hold pending the Government’s decision about the future of local government in Cumbria. The decision to reject the County’s unitary bid was made on 25 July 07.

During this period of uncertainty, the Policy and Performance team have continued to develop the City Council’s performance management systems including a bespoken, “in-house” collection and reporting tool using existing software, Microsoft excel.  This potentially provides some of the necessary improvements and benefits that the previous business case for a new performance system highlighted the need for.
In July we tried out the in-house “performance dashboard” for the monthly SMT performance report for April –July 2007.  The dashboard presents current Council performance so you can see how we are performing against our priorities.  It is interactive so with a couple of clicks we are able to view much more detail on performance in particular service areas. The dashboard is accessible by all Members and staff on the Council’s new intranet under “your council”.

An Overview and Scrutiny, Task and Finish Group has been formed to assist the further development of the Council’s performance management framework. The group met in September and its work will include a review of current performance indicators - in order to support delivery of the Corporate Improvement Plan. 

The business case for a new performance management system was recently considered and approved by the Capital Projects Board. Two options were identified within the business case; continue to develop the in-house system, or purchase an off the shelf solution. The Task and Finish group will consider these options prior to a request to the Executive Committee to release the capital funds.

Annual Audit

As part of the final stage of the audit, an inspector from the Audit Commission visited the authority on 30/31 August to carry out a detailed test of the following Best Value Performance Indicators:

BV 199a 
– Litter and Detritus

BV 199b 
– Graffiti

BV 199c 
– Fly Posting

BV 214 
– Homelessness Prevention  

The result of the audit will be known later in the year.

Intranet

The City Council’s new Intranet was launched in August.  Phase one of the project includes the replacement of public folders to provide inclusive, searchable, stream-lined and categorised access to our shared information.  This will require the migration of all information currently on public folders to the new Intranet. All services have been working to ensure that all their information is up to date so it then may be uploaded onto the Intranet, public folders will be then be deleted. 

Other features in the first phase include a staff directory, staff notice board and committee room bookings.  Over the next few weeks we will set up a suggestions box so staff can put forward any ideas they have on developing the intranet.

Training for essential users has taken place.  An Intranet Drop In Surgery was held in August so staff could call in to find out more information about the Intranet - how to use it and to solve any problems that they had using it.  We will hold another one late September, Members are very welcome to attend this.

We have received some great feedback from staff especially regarding room bookings and have lots of ideas to develop the intranet further.  

Freedom of Information (FOI)

We received 21 FOI requests in July and a total of 84 so far in 2007. This is down on the109 requests received to July last year. Topics in July included; information relating to Castle Street Improvement Scheme, cost of wheeled bins, green boxes and sacks, Job Evaluation, and spending on Communications.  19 requests have been completed within the statutory timescale. Two requests are still outstanding and will be responded to during August. 

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

Electronic Documents and Records Management System (EDRMS)

The Council has allocated capital funding of £353,000 to purchase an EDRMS.  This is necessary to improve the ways in which we manage our valuable information assets. Good records management will help us to be more effective, efficient, inclusive and improve customer service through quicker and easier retrieval of information. 

The project has been on hold pending the Government’s decision about the future of local government in Cumbria but we are now progressing. The project is dependant on a robust business case that can define benefits and efficiencies. The business case is currently being considered by the Capital Projects Board.

Financial Services 

Final Accounts 2006/07

The external audit process is underway.  The statutory deadline for the audit to be completed is the 30 September.  The regular meetings where progress with the Audit is discussed have continued to take place between the Audit Commission and senior Finance staff.  Issues arising are considered by the Senior Management Team.  The Corporate Governance Report which sets out the findings of the audit will be considered by the Audit Committee on the 27 September.

2008/09 to 2010/11 Budget Process

The Executive considered the timetable for the budget process at its meeting of the 30 July 2007. Training in the area of budgeting has commenced and will continue.

VAT Partial Exemption Calculation  

At the meeting on 2 July 2007, the Executive agreed to opt to charge VAT on all of the Council’s commercial rents, subject to writing to affected tenants to notify them of this intention and giving them an opportunity to feedback any concerns.  A report setting out the feedback received was considered by the Executive on 30 July 2007.  At that meeting the Executive made the following decisions:

1. That the Executive confirms the decision to charge VAT on all its 

      commercial rents to take effect from the earliest possible opportunity.

2. That the Director of Corporate Services investigate ways of providing 

      existing non-VAT registered businesses some relief from the imposition of 

      VAT.  This relief should be for businesses demonstrating dire financial 

      need and tenants who had not been in business for a long time.  Any 

      relief would be transitional and would not apply to new tenants coming in.

The reason for the decision was as follows:

To take action to ensure that the limit of Value Added Tax the Council could recover on services classed as exempt activities would not be breached.

Advice on this issue continues to be provided from a VAT expert employed by Price Waterhouse Coopers.

A letter was received from HM Revenue and Customs on dated the 15 August giving permission to Council to add VAT to the charges for land and property from 1 September.   The Council has 30 days to respond to the letter accepting permission.

On the 23 August, letters were sent to tenants informing them that the Council would be charging VAT from 1 September and that they could apply for relief through the Hardship Scheme. 

The Proposed Transitional Hardship Relief Scheme was agreed by the Executive on 28 August 2007.  To date, 22 requests have been received under the scheme.  Application forms will be despatched on Friday.

A report will be prepared for the Executive to consider requests for hardship relief at the meeting of the 24th September.

Revenues and Benefits Services

Most performance targets, as set out in the Service Plan, have been met for the first quarter of 2007/08. For the first time in 9 months recovery trends suggest that we are meeting the very ambitious collection targets for Council Tax and NNDR. Other top quartile targets likely to be missed include Benefits accuracy and overpayments recovery. However trends suggest that for both these indicators performance is better than last year.  

Audit Services

Work is continuing against the Annual Audit Plan for 2007/08.

Progress reports are issued to the Audit Committee on a regular basis. The next report will be presented to the Audit Committee on 27 September.

Progress reports relating to the Action Plans for the Statement on Internal Control and the Code of Corporate Governance are also presented to the Audit Committee on a regular basis.  The next report will be presented to the Audit Committee on 27 September.

A self-assessment questionnaire for the Audit Committee has been obtained and has been adapted for the Authority’s use. The questionnaire will be considered by the Members’ Learning and Development Group in due course. 

Councillor J Mallinson

Finance & Performance Management Portfolio Holder
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