CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

THURSDAY 8 SEPTEMBER 2005 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor Mrs Prest (Vice-Chairman); Councillors C S Bowman (substitute for Councillor Stevenson), Mrs Bradley, P Farmer (substitute for Councillor Guest), Glover, Hendry (substitute for Councillor Ms Quilter), Joscelyne and Mrs Styth.

ALSO

PRESENT:

Councillors Firth, Portfolio Holder for Finance and Resources and Jefferson, Portfolio Holder for Policy and Performance Management attended the meeting as observers.


Councillor Mrs Fisher attended part of the meeting as an observer.


CROS.82/05
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillors Guest (Chairman), Ms Quilter and Stevenson. 

CROS.83/05
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interests. 

CROS.84/05
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETINGS

The Minutes of the meetings held on 28 July and 16 and 23 August 2005 were agreed as a correct record of the meetings and signed by the Chairman.

CROS.85/05
MATTERS ARISING FROM THE MINUTES

A Member referred to Minute CROS.73/05 of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee of 28 July 2005 on Sickness Absence and asked what progress was being made by the Executive into addressing the concerns of this Committee.

The Senior Committee Clerk reported that a reference from this Committee had been considered by the Executive on 30 August 2005 and that the Executive’s response would be submitted to the next meeting of this Committee.

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager reported that a further performance monitoring report on sickness absence had been scheduled in the Committee’s work programme for consideration at the 1 December 2005 meeting.

Members reiterated that they are gravely concerned with the Council’s current record on sickness absence and the failure of some Managers to follow procedures regarding return to work interviews.  The Committee wish to see improvements as soon as possible and were concerned that the outcome of the Executive’s deliberations on this Committee’s Minute reference are not being reported to this meeting.

CROS.86/05
CALL-IN OF DECISIONS

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

CROS.87/05
WORK PROGRAMME

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented the work programme for 2005/06 and highlighted the following matters –

A further report on the Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review was scheduled to be reported to the 20 October 2005 meeting of this Committee, with the Final Report to the 1 December 2005 meeting.

Performance monitoring reports on sickness absence were scheduled for the December 2005 and February 2006 meetings in accordance with the wishes of this Committee to receive quarterly monitoring reports.

A report on the Executive’s initial Budget discussions for the 2006/07 Budget would be considered by the Committee on 1 December 2005 and the Executive’s final Budget recommendations would be submitted to the 19 January 2006 meeting of this Committee for consideration.

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

CROS.88/05
MONITORING OF FORWARD PLAN ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented report LDS.42/05 highlighting issues within the ambit of this Committee included within the Forward Plan of Executive Decisions for the period 1 September 2005 to 31 December 2005.

Mr Mallinson then explained the current status of each item.

RESOLVED –That the report be noted.

CROS.89/05
INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY (ICT) STRATEGY
The Head of Customer and Information Services submitted Report CIS.16/05 enclosing the Council's ICT Strategy covering the next three years and upon which the Executive was seeking the observations of this Committee prior to the Strategy being submitted to the City Council for formal approval.

He pointed out that the document contained the ICT Strategy and also the ICT Policy and that the presentation of the document needed to be reviewed to reflect this.

A Minute Excerpt from the Executive on 30 August 2005 was submitted.  The Executive had noted that the Council had not been able to progress compliance with IEG targets as a result of the January floods and that the Government had been made aware of these difficulties.  The Executive had particularly recognised the need to reinstate the Customer Contact Centre on the ground floor of the Civic Centre at the earliest opportunity to ensure that the Government's IEG targets could be met.

In considering the Strategy, Members made the following points:-

(a) The document contained many acronyms and it would be helpful if a Glossary could be included at the start of the document;

(b) Members were aware of many Councillors who regularly had problems with their home computers and who were dissatisfied with the service being received from the IT Unit in resolving these problems;

(c) The Strategy document (Page 23) mentions cost savings as a result of implementing the Strategy.  These cost savings had not been quantified;

Mr Nutley responded that it was the intention for savings to be made as a result of introducing the ICT Strategy and that this Committee should monitor the position to ensure that they are delivered.

The home working initiative was expected to achieve savings, as was the development of an Intranet for the Council.

Dr Gooding acknowledged that the Strategy was lacking in identifying costs, savings and benefits.  Any investment decision had to be the subject of a business case setting out the initial implementation costs and the expected savings costed over time.  As part of the 2006/07 Budget process, Business Units were starting to formulate business cases for Budget bids and these would be considered by the Executive in due course.

(d) Members questioned whether the home working pilot could be relied upon to produce savings as the pilot had only just started and had yet to be assessed;

(e) The Strategy document (Page 21) deals with IT providing support for non core users.  There was no mention of how this is funded and whether costs were being passed on.  There was no policy to identify who should be charged and who should not.  There should be service level agreements with non core users;

Mr Nutley advised that certain of the non core users, for example Carlisle Leisure Limited, were charged but others, for example Parish Councils, were not.  He agreed that the Strategy should be more transparent in which organisations are charged for services.

(f) The ongoing training needs should be included in the Strategy.

Mr Nutley agreed that this should be included in the Strategy.

(g)  The Chairman asked whether there was a problem with disc storage of electronic information.

Mr Nutley reported that the City Council had an Information Strategy in place and was undertaking an Information Audit to identify the types of electronic information held by the City Council and to develop guidelines as to when such information no longer needed to be kept.

(h)  A Member asked whether security of the Council’s IT systems was a problem.

Mr Nutley advised that the Council continually monitored developments in IT security systems to ensure that the City Council’s systems were protected as much as possible.

(i) A Member referred to the need for new applications to conform with the Council’s LLPG/GIS Strategies (Page 18).  She asked what process would be followed if, for example, a software package a Business Unit was looking to purchase was not considered to be the best option because it did not to comply with the LLPG/GIS Strategy.

Mr Nutley reported that cases where such a conflict existed would be looked at individually.

RESOLVED – That the above comments be referred to the Executive with particular attention being drawn to:-

(j) the need to split the document into Policy and Strategy statements and to improve the presentation of the document;

(ii) the anticipated cost savings being identified in the document;

(iii) the costs for non Council users being included in the document;

(iv) a training plan should be included in the document;

(v) a Glossary of acronyms should be included at the front of the document;

CROS.90/05
IMPLEMENTING ELECTRONIC GOVERNMENT STATEMENT (IEG 4.5)

The Head of Customer and Information Services submitted Report CIS.15/05 enclosing the Council's interim Implementing Electronic Government Statement (IEG4.5).  The Statement is required by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and covers progress towards delivering modernised, electronically enabled services for 2005/06.

The January floods had destroyed the Customer Contact Centre and had resulted in the IT Unit having to divert from progressing the IEG Agenda to restoring IT services for the Council.  As a consequence, there had been little progress on the IEG Agenda over the past six months.  The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister had been informed of the situation and the subject of extending the e-government deadline for Carlisle had been broached with them.  A response had yet to be received and the matter would be followed up.

An e-government Officer, funded through insurance money, has been appointed for a period of six months to work exclusively on achieving the e-government targets.

The Executive had considered the report on 30 August 2005 and a Minute Excerpt was submitted.  The Executive had noted the IEG 4.5 Statement and had referred the report to this Committee for information.

In considering the report Members noted the wide range of electronic information now available to Members and considered that it would be useful if a Guide could be produced to detail how to access information held by the Council, to include details of relevant websites which Members may find useful in obtaining information about Central Government and also local organisations.  A Member also reported that the County’s Communication Bulletin provided a list of web addresses for useful research documents.

Dr Gooding considered that the needs of Members could be addressed as part of the Information Audit currently being carried out.

Mr Nutley considered that there may be training needs for Members to ensure that they are competent to navigate around the internet to fulfil their own information requirements.

The Head of Strategy and Performance undertook to investigate providing a Guide as suggested.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the IEG 4.5 Statement be noted.

2.  That it is noted that Officers will consider Members’ needs in relation to accessing electronic information, to include the development of a Guide to accessing electronic services and listing useful websites.

CROS.91/05
CORPORATE PERFORMANCE MONITORING – APRIL TO JUNE 2005

The Head of Strategy and Performance submitted Report SP.16/05 presenting the quarterly corporate performance monitoring report for the period April to June 2005.

All quarterly performance indicator information was submitted along with performance indicators categorised under the emerging corporate priorities of Cleaner, Greener, Safer and Learning City.

The report highlighted those areas where the City Council was achieving top quartile performance when compared against other Authorities, those areas where performance was improving and those areas where performance was a concern as anticipated levels of achievement were not being attained or where there was an apparent downward trend in performance.

The Head of Strategy and Performance pointed out that the Performance Indicator returns from Business Units was a cause for concern, at only 61% being returned on time, and this was an issue that was beginning to be addressed.

Further work was needed around the performance indicators for the Council’s emerging corporate priorities of Cleaner, Greener, Safer and Learning City as there was a limited number of indicators in these priority areas from which to accurately assess how the Council was performing and to drive performance upwards.

The Head of Strategy and Performance suggested that a workshop session for Overview and Scrutiny Committee Members might usefully be arranged to discuss possible new performance indicators covering the new priority areas which could be used to monitor performance.

The report had been considered by the Executive on 30 August 2005 and a Minute Excerpt was submitted.

The Executive had welcomed the style of the report and the inclusion of a commentary to explain areas of fluctuating performance.  The Policy and Performance Management Portfolio Holder had met with Business Unit Heads to ensure that the importance of collecting performance indicator information to meet deadlines for the production of the monitoring report was reinforced.  

The Executive had considered that there was a need to look at certain of the performance indicators to ensure that they were both meaningful and challenging.  The Policy and Performance Management Portfolio Holder would strive to ensure improved performance was attained during the next reporting period.

In considering the report, Members made the following comments:-

(a) Some Members were critical of the corporate management of the Authority and the culture of the organisation which did not appear to understand the importance of performance indicators and the need to collect the information.  Members were concerned that they were not being presented with full information from which performance could be properly monitored.  It was imperative that an accurate overall position was known so that action could be taken to improve the Council’s performance wherever possible.

(b) Members were concerned that some targets had been set lower than the previous year and that it was left to Business Unit Heads to decide on the targets set.  It was important for targets to be set to ensure that staff were striving for improved performance.

(c) Where performance had deteriorated, relevant Managers should be required to demonstrate the actions they are taking to address the problems and these actions should be monitored for effectiveness.

(d) Regarding the format of the report, Members asked for all the Corporate Resources performance indicators to be grouped together.  Some Members found the various symbols used in the performance indicator tables to be confusing and difficult to understand.  Additional narrative as to action to be taken to improve failing performance was also seen as very useful.

Dr Gooding acknowledged that there had been problems with obtaining the performance indicator information from Business Units but that action was being taken to address these difficulties.  Performance monitoring was now considered at CMT meetings on a quarterly basis and Managers will be required to ensure that performance indicator information is supplied when requested.  He considered that the system will work better following the reorganisation of the Council’s corporate management structure.

Dr Gooding further reported that it was recognised that the City Council needed to ensure that robust and effective performance indicator systems were in place in order that the Council may improve its CPA rating when next inspected in 2007.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the report be noted and the Committee’s concerns as detailed above be forwarded to the Executive.

2.  That the suggestion of the Head of Strategy and Performance for a workshop to identify possible new performance indicators covering the new priority areas which could be used to monitor performance be agreed.

CROS.92/05
INTERNAL AUDIT PROGRESS REPORT – FIRST QUARTER 2005/06

The Audit Services Manager submitted Financial Memo FS.21/05 summarising the work undertaken by Internal Audit Services during the period 1 April to 1 July 2005.

An analysis of actual time against budgeted time for the Section for the first quarter of 2005/06 was submitted.  Time had been charged against Core systems and this had been used to complete the core reviews for 2004/05, as due to a combination of sick leave, a vacancy and the flooding, it had not been possible to complete all reviews by 31 March 2005.

Details of progress against the Audit Plan for 2004/05 were also submitted.

Although performance for the first quarter of 2005/06 was below the overall annual target, this was not any particular cause for concern, and performance was significantly better than for the same period in the previous two years.

No time had currently been allocated to Value for Money (VFM) Studies as this was being held for work on the VFM section of the Use of Resources Statement and to support/review “Gershon” savings.  The VFM Studies allocation of 100 days would be used by the end of 2005/06.

In accordance with the CIPFA Code of Practice for Internal Audit in Local Government, the Head of Internal Audit reported that there were no emerging issues which had arisen during the period under review by way of disputed recommendations or failure to implement recommendations.

RESOLVED – That the report be noted.

CROS.93/05
APPROVAL OF ACCOUNTS

The Head of Finance and Head of Legal and Democratic Services submitted Report FS.19/05 indicating that the Council had an obligation formally to approve its statement of accounts, income and expenditure and record of receipts and payments each year under the Accounts and Audit Regulations 1996 and amending legislation.  This must be done by the full Council or, if the Council chooses, a Committee specifically set up for this purpose which is given appropriate powers.

The report had been considered by the Executive on 30 August 2005 and a Minute Excerpt was submitted.

The Executive was making the following recommendation to the City Council:-

“That it be a recommendation to the City Council that an ad hoc Accounts Committee be established with the specific remit as set out in Appendix 1 to Report FS.19/05, the membership to comprise the same membership from time to time of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee, and the Head of Legal and Democratic Services be authorised to include the powers of the Accounts Committee within the Council's Constitution.”

The Head of Legal and Democratic Services reported that the Head of Finance was clarifying a number of points with the District Auditor which would need to be resolved prior to these particular proposals being utilised.

RESOLVED – That the recommendation of the Executive be accepted so far as this Committee is concerned.

CROS.94/05
BUDGET OVERVIEW AND MONITORING REPORT – APRIL TO JUNE 2005

A report of the Head of Finance was submitted (FS.20/05) providing an overview of the budgetary position for April to June 2005, summarising the main changes since the Budget had been approved in February 2005 for both the General Fund Revenue and Capital budgets.  The report also provided summary monitoring information for April to June 2005 for all Business Units.

A Minute Excerpt from the Executive of 30 August 2005 was submitted.  The Executive had noted the report.

The Internal Audit Manager reported that, in the absence of the Head of Finance and senior Accountancy staff, he had been asked to present the report but would not be able to respond to any detailed questions which would have to be the subject of a written reply.

Members were dissatisfied that an appropriate Officer was not available to answer questions on this monitoring report at the meeting.

RESOLVED – That consideration of the report be deferred to the next meeting at which the appropriate Officer be requested to attend.

[The meeting ended at .3.58 pm]

