CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

THURSDAY 1 DECEMBER 2005 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor P Farmer (Chairman) Councillors C S Bowman (as substitute for Councillor Joscelyne), Mrs Bradley, Mrs Prest, Stevenson and Mrs Styth

CROS.115/05
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf on Councillors Glover, Joscelyne and Ms Quilter, and the Town Clerk and Chief Executive.

CROS.116/05
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

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

CROS.117/05
TIMING OF FUTURE MEETINGS OF THE COMMITTEE

The Chairman asked Members to give consideration to whether future meetings of the Committee should commence at 10.00 am (with a briefing meeting at 9.30 am) rather than 2.00 pm as was currently the case.

In response Members confirmed their agreement to that course of action.

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager pointed out that meetings of the Joint Management Team were arranged for Thursday mornings based upon the fact that the Committee met in the afternoon and if meetings clashed it would be difficult to get Executive attendance at the Committee.  

Mr Mallinson therefore suggested that, if Members were agreeable, the new arrangement should not commence until after the 19 January 2006 meeting and would be reported to the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee.

RESOLVED – That the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee be advised that it is the wish of this Committee that (as from the February 2006 cycle of meetings) future meetings commence at 10.00 am.

CROS.118/05
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

The Minutes of the meeting held on 8 September 2005 were agreed as a correct record of the meeting and signed by the Chairman.

The Minutes of the meeting held on 10 November 2005 were noted.

CROS.119/05
CALL – IN OF DECISIONS

There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.241/05 concerning an options appraisal for Willowholme which had been called in for scrutiny by this Committee on 10 November 2005 (Minute CROS.114/05 refers).

The decision of the Executive in response to the call‑in was –

(a) That the Executive, having reconsidered this matter, reconfirms its original decision taken in Minute EX.212/05, ie –

“1.  That the Executive agrees to retain Willowholme in its current use under the Invest and Plan option (Option 2).

2.  That the Director of Development Services and Head of Property Services be requested to develop proposals for the Council’s landholdings at Willowholme, based on Option 2 as part of the Review of Economic Development Assets.”

(b) That the Executive welcomes the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee’s decision to establish a Task and Finish Group to look in detail at the Improvement Plan for the Willowholme Estate and the outcome be reported to the Executive in due course.

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager reported that he was in the process of arranging Officer support for the Willowholme Task and Finish Group.

Members indicated that they would be content for that work to commence as from the New Year.

RESOLVED – That the position be noted.

CROS.120/05
WORK PROGRAMME

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented the Work Programme for 2005/06 and highlighted the following matters:-

· Arrangements for the Willowholme Task and Finish Group were in hand as had been reported at Minute CROS.120/05 above.;

· A special meeting of the Committee would be held on 6 December 2005 to consider the Budget; and

· The Executive’s Budget proposals would come forward to the Committee on 19 January 2006.

Referring to the special meeting to be held on 6 December 2005, Members expressed serious displeasure that the commencement time had been changed from 10.00 am to 11.30 am to accommodate a Management Briefing.  The special meeting had been scheduled in the Civic Calendar for some months and it was totally inappropriate for it to be changed to accommodate an Officer meeting.  In addition, the revised arrangement had caused particular difficulties for the Labour Group in that several Members were now unable to attend what was an important meeting.

RESOLVED – (1) That the Work Programme be noted.

(2) That the serious disapproval of Members at the change in timing of the special meeting of the Committee to be held on 6 December 2005 be recorded.

CROS.121/05
MONITORING OF FORWARD PLAN ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented Report LDS.53/05 highlighting issues within the ambit of the Committee included within the Forward Plan of Executive Decisions for the period 1 December 2005 to 31 March 2006.  

RESOLVED – That the Report be noted.

CROS.122/05
MID-TERM REVIEW OF THE CITY VISION PARTNERSHIP AND LOCAL STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP DEVELOPMENT
There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.251/05 in response to the resolution made by this Committee on 20 October 2005 concerning the mid‑term review of City Vision and proposals for the development of a Carlisle Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) (Minute CROS.108/05 refers).

The Executive had read with interest the comments of the Committee and agreed with some of the points raised.  The Town Clerk and Chief Executive was preparing a report for submission to the Executive on 19 December 2005 and the comments of the Committee would be considered in the context of that report.

Ms Gillian Connolly, Consultant, submitted Report CE.29/05 and began by referring to the grave concerns expressed by Members at their October 2005 meeting, particularly as regards the “Commissioning Model”.    She stressed that the LSP was not about any model in particular. 

Members’ opinions were sought on the following questions raised in order to help develop the City Vision Partnership into the local strategic partnership for Carlisle –

1. From a City Council point of view were those still the right priorities?

2. “Safe, clean and attractive” – could that be Cleaner, Greener, Safer – was there enough emphasis there on the environment?

3. The most obvious gap was around “health” – was there a need for a stronger emphasis on health?

4. Should Learning City be a Priority in its own right?

5. Would “Housing” fit under Sustainable Communities and link from there to the Carlisle Housing Partnership?

6. Should “Tourism” be a priority?

7. What about “Transport” and movement?

8. “Rural” – in the Vision for City Vision rural was explicitly mentioned - was that a theme that should cut across all the Priorities?  Were there other cross‑cutting issues?

9. Any other issues?

Ms Connolly then gave a detailed presentation to the Committee on the LSP priorities and structure.

She reported that she had attended a meeting the previous week with the Town Clerk and Chief Executive, Director of Development Services and Acting Head of Strategic and Performance Services as a result of which the following suggested priorities had emerged and upon which Members’ views were welcomed –

· Cleaner, Greener, Safer communities (with the CDRP underneath it)

· Learning City

· Healthy communities (including housing)

· Transport and movement

· Economic development

· Celebrating Carlisle through tourism

Cross cutting –

· Rural issues

· Health inequalities

· Equality and diversity

· Children and young people

In considering the matter, Members made the following comments and observations –

(a) A Member queried the make up of City Council representation on the LSP and whether the Council would have a place on the Executive. Cross-Party representation had not occurred in the past and, unless her Group could bring a direct influence to bear, there was little point in commenting.

Ms Connolly responded that that was a political decision.

(b) A Member stressed that the issue must have a ‘political steer’ and questioned the Executive’s involvement.

In response Ms Connolly advised that it would be a policy decision which had been discussed at Joint Management Team and would be reported to the Executive on 19 December 2005.

(c) Members expressed concern that the content of Report CE.29/05 differed from Ms Connolly’s presentation (which they had only just had sight of).  They believed that they should have been provided with a range of options or, alternatively, a recommendation from the Executive which they could then consider.

Ms Connolly commented that the only difference was the suggested priorities.

A Member suggested that consideration be deferred pending the receipt of updated information, including comments from the Executive.

Whilst in no way wishing to influence Members’ decision, the Overview and Scrutiny Manager stressed that he had, on behalf of the Committee, fought long and hard (from a policy development point of view) to ensure that the Committee was involved at an early stage prior to decisions being taken.  He would be concerned if Members moved to a negative position whereby their views could not be taken into account in the development of Council policy.   He also advised that the LSP constitution report itself was, in his view, part of the Policy Framework under the Council’s constitution and as such was required to come to the Committee for comment prior to the Executive decision.

Members agreed to comment upon the priorities suggested, but stressed that they also wanted an opportunity to comment upon the proposals which the Executive would put forward on the constitution of the LSP.

(d) A Member queried why Celebrating Carlisle through tourism was a separate priority.

Ms Connolly indicated that Celebrating Carlisle was a separate Carlisle Renaissance objective, but recognised that tourism could be part of the Economic Development brief.

The Member continued that part of the Learning City aspiration was to achieve a better qualified and skilled workforce.  If tourism was separate it was not contributing to the improved status or conditions of the City’s workforce and she therefore considered that it should not be a priority.

Another Member cautioned that the Council had too many priorities and questioned whether staff had the capacity to meet those.

In response, Ms Connolly advised that most LSPs had five to eight priorities but a balance had to be struck.

(e) A Member asked what action the LSP could take on transport and movement, questioning whether it required to be a priority.

Ms Connolly stated that transport and movement was a key issue in Carlisle and the County Council would be represented on the Group, giving other organisations an opportunity to lobby.  Performance monitoring was key to making it work.

(f) A Member suggested that the priorities be narrowed down to three i.e. Economic Development (including transport and movement), Learning City and Healthy Communities.  The Committee confirmed its agreement with that suggestion. 

Referring to the suggested cross-cutting priorities, a Member further noted that there was no mention of ‘deprivation’ which cut across the whole district and must be taken into account.  She considered that deprivation fitted with all four cross-cutting priorities. 

(g) Details on how the LSP would be managed and indicative costs to the authority must be provided, bearing in mind that the Council was facing a large shortfall in the Budget.

RESOLVED –  (1) That Members’ comments and concerns, as detailed at (a) – (g) above be referred to the Executive as this Committee’s observations on the mid term review of City Vision and proposals for the development of a Carlisle Local Strategic Partnership.

(2) That it is the expectation of this Committee that it will be given the opportunity to scrutinise the Executive’s proposals on the constitution of the LSP. 

CROS.123/05
SECOND QUARTER PERFORMANCE MONITORING REPORT:  JULY TO SEPTEMBER 2005
Ms Curr, Acting Head of Strategic and Performance Services, presented Report SP.29/05 providing second quarter performance monitoring information for July to September 2005 for the service areas covered by this Committee.  The performance indicators were categorised under the Council’s two corporate priorities of  “Cleaner, Greener, Safer” and “Learning City”.

In addition to the performance information, Ms Curr asked for the Committee’s comments on:

· the format of the report;

· the content of the report;

· the work underway to develop a more robust performance management framework;

· preferences for “exception” only reporting

· whether cumulative performance to date would be useful in addition to quarterly performance data.

Member then made the following observations –

1. Members expressed a preference to the revised presentation and content of the report which they considered was more easily understood.

2. Referring to Performance Indicator LP57 for example, a Member questioned why the target for 2005/06 was below actual performance in 2004/05.

The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services advised that certain targets were set by central Government rather than the City Council.

In response the Member asked that in future such targets be highlighted in order that Members could be aware of cases where the Council had no discretion.

3. A Member indicated that she was content with exception reporting unless Officers also wished the Committee to have sight of areas in which the Council was doing well.

The Deputy Chief Executive responded that exceptions reporting would be done on the basis of agreed parameters being set and when performance fell out with those parameters, it would be reported on an exceptions basis.

4. Referring to the themes emerging so far as potential critical success factors, Member questioned how those fitted into the general thread of what the Council was doing and whether they would feed into the LSP.

Ms Curr advised that the idea was to assist Officers progress towards what it was most appropriate to focus on and, where appropriate, those would go forward to the LSP.

RESOLVED – That, subject to Members’ comments as detailed above, the report be accepted.

CROS.124/05
DIRECTION OF TRAVEL REPORT AND IMPROVEMENT PLAN
Dr Gooding, Deputy Chief Executive, presented Report CE.31/05 on the Direction of Travel Report produced by the Audit Commission and Improvement Plan for the City Council.

The Improvement Plan addressed only those issues arising from the Direction of Travel Report and other drivers where substantial work remained to be done at a strategic level.

Having considered the Direction of Travel Report and the draft Improvement Plan the Committee was asked to consider the following questions which would assist the Senior Management Team in refining and delivering the Improvement Plan and form the basis of a report to the Executive in December 2005 – 

1. Did the Improvement Plan address the relevant outstanding Corporate issues?

2. Do the priorities and risk assessments allocated to each of the actions seem appropriate?

3. Are the correct Overview and Scrutiny Committees assigned to monitoring progress with each of the actions?

4. Would the Committee prefer to monitor the Improvement Plan separately or as part of the arrangements for monitoring the new Directorates’ Service Plans?

5. Does the Committee have any views that the new Senior Management Team should consider when determining the deadlines?

Dr Gooding added that he had been in discussion with Mr Power at the Audit Commission and it appeared likely that there would be a further Direction of Travel report in January 2006.  He would ensure that came before all Overview and Scrutiny Committees in a timely fashion.

In considering the Action Plan, Members made the following comments and observations – 

(a) Action 1 “Establishment of the Carlisle Local Strategic Partnership and a Community Plan” should be allocated to the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

Dr Gooding suggested that the Overview and Scrutiny Management Team take a view on where the LSP should sit and he would go with their decision.

(b) Actions 4 and 5 relating to “Improved Internal Communications” and “Improved Financial Performance Management” had been assigned a low/medium priority and medium risk but the notes stated that they were critical for corporate success of improvement/very high priority and high risk.  The notes did not seem to relate to the priority assigned.  

Dr Gooding replied that those errors would be corrected.

(c) A Member considered that Action 8 “Improved Management of Externalised Services” should sit with Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

Dr Gooding indicated that Action 8 related to the standards for managing services which he considered fell within the remit of this Committee.

(d) A Member noted that the Committee had not had sight of the Corporate Governance Action Plan (Action 6 refers) and questioned the position.

In response Dr Gooding explained that the Action Plan was nearing completion and should come forward to the next scheduled meeting of the Committee.

RESOLVED – (1) That the Improvement Plan addressed the relevant Corporate issues.

(2) That, subject to the amendments suggested by Members as detailed above, the priorities and risk assessments and Overview and Scrutiny Committees assigned to each of the actions be endorsed.

(3) That the Committee would prefer to see the Improvement Plan separately rather than part of the new Directorates’ Services Plan.  

CROS.125/05
SICKNESS ABSENCE 2005/06

The Head of Member Support and Employee Services presented report ME.12/05 providing details of the Council’s performance under BVPI 12 (Employees’ Sickness Absence) for quarter 1 and quarter 2 (2005/06) and updating Members on progress with the 2005/06 Improvement Attendance Action Plan.

Details of the average number of days’ sickness absence taken by each employee for the first six months of the last three years were provided which demonstrated a slight improvement.

Mr Williams outlined the actions taken to try and improve attendance during quarters 1 and 2 of 2005/06.  Main progress included –

· Occupational Health pilot had commenced – a dedicated on-site service, including health screening and surveillance, was available three days per week for the next twenty weeks, after which its effect would be assessed.  

· The number of return to work interviews carried out was being monitored and showed significant improvement in performance.

· A diagnostic tool had been developed to allow Managers to assess their readiness/capacity to be able to manage sickness absence and thus produce realistic action plans in each Business Unit to overcome any significant issues identified.  

· Home working pilot had begun.

· ‘Stress’ pilot completed and now ready to be ‘rolled out’ to the rest of the Authority.

A Member noted that in 2003/4 the target had been 4.5 days, yet for 2005/6 the target had gone up to 5.14 days.  He believed that the Council should instead be reducing its sickness targets.

Mr Williams explained that in 2003/4 the target was set by Government and it had become evident to the Audit Commission that a huge gap existed between the target set and what was being achieved, effectively rendering it meaningless.  Councils had subsequently been allowed to set targets which, whilst stretching, were not impossible to achieve.  The City Council still had a policy to hit top quartile performance at a slower pace.

Referring to the Action Plan – Action 6 (carry out manual handling training tailored to specific job activities by the end of September 2005), a Member questioned whether that was ongoing.

In response Mr Williams advised that a substantial investment had been made in manual handling training and the matter was in hand.

A Member cautioned against too much optimism since sickness absence often increased during the winter.  She also believed that the percentage of return to work interviews held by Managers should be 100%.   She further queried why home working was part of the report.

Mr Williams advised that one benefit of the home working pilot was its impact upon sickness absence figures.  The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services reiterated that statement, adding that another benefit of the pilot was a 15% increase in efficiency.

RESOLVED – That, subject to Members’ comments as detailed above, the report be noted. 

CROS.126/05
IMPROVING SERVICES BY SHARING ACCOMMODATION

The Head of Property Services submitted Report PS.16a/05 concerning the principle of improving services by sharing accommodation.  The City Council’s community leadership role included encouraging its partner providers to improve accessibility to services.

The Council needed to lead the improvement of service provision, and particularly that of accessibility to customers, by encouraging its partners to have the right accommodation in the right place for users.  The driving force for that was to improve access and become more responsive to customer needs.  Authorities and partners  must sharpen the focus on property as a means of getting services to users as opposed to ownership being an end in itself.

Presently members of the public had to visit a plethora of physical locations in order to obtain service contact.  Ultimately, excellent Councils were aiming to have fewer public service buildings with greater and more flexible access points for the community, otherwise known as co-location.

Details of the advantages of sharing accommodation and of property sharing initiatives nationally were provided.

The Head of Property Services stressed that excellent Councils were beginning to reap significant benefit from a shared approach which was improving the services in a joined up way through engagement with partners.

Carlisle had been particularly badly affected by the devastating storms and floods in January 2005, but that had potentially provided a unique opportunity to progress plans for a voluntary sector “hub” again.  The City Council was currently working with partners and stakeholders on a 10-15 year regeneration plan for Carlisle, “Carlisle Renaissance”, which included redevelopment of existing City Centre sites, new build and relocation of some key organisations and agencies.

At recent meetings at Carlisle CVS, representatives from the City Council, voluntary organisations and other interested partners indicated a strong will to investigate available options and the feasibility of creating a VCS “hub” in Carlisle.  Such a study would require to take into account the size, location, accessibility and cost of potentially available premises alongside the varied needs of voluntary organisations and community groups who would wish to share the use, facilities and costs of such premises.

Members were invited to comment on the principle of sharing accommodation to improve service provision.

During discussion, the following points were raised -

1. Members recognised that the Head of Property Services currently had an extremely heavy workload and expressed their respect for the work he undertook.  They questioned whether the Council could justify using his time in progressing the matter.

2. Whilst sharing accommodation to improve service provision may, in principle, be a good idea they were unsure how productive it would be.  


The CVS on Spencer Street currently served as a hub, as did many of the Community Centres, as a result of which a wealth of information already existed (e.g. numbers of people using the Community Centres, individual rooms, etc).  It may therefore be possible to approach the issue differently. 

Mr Atkinson expressed his appreciation for Members’ comments.

RESOLVED – That the comments outlined above are the Committee’s views on the principle of sharing accommodation to improve service provision.

CROS.127/05
REVENUES AND BENEFITS BEST VALUE REVIEW

The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services presented in detail Report RB.9/05 summarising improvements facilitated (or to be delivered) by the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits progressed over the past eighteen months.

Mr Mason reminded Members of the background to the Review, the aim of which was to turn a ‘good’ performing Revenues and Benefits service (CPA rating) into an excellent service.

The Review had measured and evidenced where the Council was performing at top/second quartile, where appropriate, and gave robust reasons where the Council was not performing at top/second quartile e.g. reduced in year cash collection performance in meeting '‘anti-poverty'’ good practice.  Most importantly it had assessed and evidenced that the service was meeting the needs of users and potential users.

As at 1 April 2004 on the commencement of the Review, a desktop analysis of CPA and BFI inspections, benchmark information, customer satisfaction surveys and other preparatory work e.g. HB/CTB Performance Standards Gap analysis suggested the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats: (SWOT analysis) as noted at Appendix 1 to the report.

At the end of the Review process, as at 31 October 2005, an enhanced SWOT analysis had been undertaken particularly advising where weaknesses and threats had been negated or reduced by action taken/being taken and reported on in this final Review paper.

Appendix 2 summarised action taken/to be taken to improve performance/customer satisfaction in areas of perceived weaknesses.  It also cross referenced improvements etc. to Best Value Review working papers and Action Plan actions still to be progressed (Appendix 3 refers).

At Appendix 4 was a revised SWOT analysis, as at 30 September 2005, after taking account of all service improvement made and which demonstrated that very few perceived weaknesses and threats remained.

Noted at Appendix 5 were detailed bar charts indicating 2004/05 and 2005/06 performance to date compared to 2003/04 performance which indicated that significant improvements in performance had been made in most areas where the initial Best Value Review work plan suggested improvements needed to be made.

Results of Benefit claimants canvassed and Private Sector/Social Landlords were detailed at Appendix 6, together with customer satisfaction rates summarised at Appendix 7.  The results of the satisfaction survey indicated excellent satisfaction rates overall and a significant improvement when compared to last survey results in 2003/04.

Members’ attention was drawn to the Action Plan which detailed the current status of the 39 recommendations for improvement (or to meet DWP best practice) that remained outstanding (many progressed but not yet fully implemented). 

Mr Mason added that, subject to the Committee agreeing the content of the final report and Action Plan –

(i) a summary report and action plan would be submitted to the Executive for endorsement on 19 December 2005.

(ii) Full report and all accompanying papers would be made available and able to be assessed in hard copy (Members Room) electronically (on public folders and on CD Rom) on 1 January 2006.

(iii) Annual progress reports would be submitted to Overview and Scrutiny Committee for scrutiny, detailing progress in delivering further improvements in service delivery as set out in the Action Plan.

Members then made the following comments and observations  -

1. The Committee thanked Mr Mason for what had been an excellent exercise and for his very comprehensive report.

2. Referring to the Home Working pilot and IT support, a Member questioned whether a great deal of ‘down time’ had been experienced since that could prove crucial to the success or otherwise of the pilot.

Mr Mason replied that initially that had been a problem, but that was all part of the pilot.  If systems were down, but were working within the Civic Centre, home workers would be expected to come into the building.  The home workers were all very IT literate.

He considered down time to be a short-term problem and would report to the Senior Management Team on home working performance in the New Year.

3. A Member questioned whether any thought had been given to a benefits take up campaign and whether the challenges had been dealt with adequately.

Mr Mason stated that he had submitted a report  on Gershon two cycles ago and a Cumbria wide take up campaign was being undertaken.  Advice Agencies were being involved as far as possible.

Ms Connolly (Consultant) added that she had identified a number of strengths and had been able to ‘tick off’  many of her recommendations.  The question was around softer cultural issues, but the levels of satisfaction had identified a step change as regards people’s feelings.  She was grateful to Mr Mason for picking up the challenge.

RESOLVED – (1) That the Action Plan detailing further service improvements to be progressed over the short, medium and longer term be agreed.

(2) That increases in performance and customer satisfaction resulting from the Review be noted.

(3) That the intention to submit progress reports on delivering Action Plan outcomes on an annual basis be noted.

[The meeting ended at 4.00 pm]

