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Summary:

This report responds to the concerns raised by the Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee regarding the quality of reports submitted to the three Overview & Scrutiny Committees and the Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee. These concerns have been raised a number of times and, at the Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee meeting of 11th March 2004, the Executive Director proposed that these concerns were discussed further with the Corporate Management Team (CMT) and individual Heads of Business Units. 

Recommendations:

That the Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee note the actions proposed to improve and standardise the quality of reports.

Contact Officer:
Maggie Mooney
Ext:
 7018

1.0 BACKGROUND & CONTEXT

1.1
The current report formats were agreed before September 2001, though the Executive report format has been revised a number of times since then, with changes made under the ‘Implications’ heading. These changes were made to ensure compliance with national and/or local requirements.

1.2 All reports, regardless of their intended audience, should be of a high quality, not least because they are often used by the public and external organisations (both formally and informally) to assess the values and standards of the City Council. However it is the reports submitted to Overview & Scrutiny Committees, the Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee and the Executive that have a significantly higher public profile and, for the Overview & Scrutiny Committees provide the significant links and communication relating to key Council issues.

1.3 The Best Value Review of Democratic Engagement has identified in its Action Plan that the level of communication about meetings of the Council needs to be improved and this of course includes the quality of reports and the need to ensure they are written in plain English to ensure their accessibility to the public.

1.4 The Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee have raised concerns previously about the quality of reports and at their meeting of 11th March raised these concerns again and these can be summarised as follows:

(i) Some reports were seen as very well written, whilst others were of a poor  standard

(ii) The section under ‘Background Papers’ was hardly ever completed, yet it was sometimes that section alone that helped Members to see the fuller picture of the report topic.

(iii) Some reports were not objective, did not set out possible options (if this was relevant) and were not written in the ‘third’ person.

(iv) Some reports were verbally presented when the Committee had agreed in the past that this was not an acceptable procedure. It had also been agreed that holding reports were inappropriate.

2.0 DISCUSSIONS & RESPONSES OF THE CORPORATE MANAGEMENT TEAM

2.1
The quality of reports has been raised at the CMT in the past. Following the Management Committees’ concerns this issues was raised again and a full discussion took place at CMT on 5th May 2004.

2.2 Senior Officers understood Members’ concerns about the need for high quality reports to be submitted and their response can be summarised as follows:

(i) The standard of report writing was acknowledged and though Officers did not want to make excuses if their own individual reports were perceived as poor, there were often reasons for this variance:

· Sometimes the deadlines being met were too short to enable more time to be taken on writing reports; some reports were being transferred directly from an Executive meeting (which could be the previous day); some reports were being written by Officers who were not skilled in report writing and/or knowledgeable of the values and standards required within a local authority setting.

(ii) ‘Background papers’ – Corporate Management Team Officers agreed that this section was often not completed.

(iii) Officers agreed that the reports should be written in the third, rather than the first person. The discussion on objectivity did raise some concerns, especially in relation to reports which relied on Officers’ opinions. It was felt by CMT that the professional advice of Officers was an essential element of reports but of course it is for Members to decide whether or not that advice and guidance is accepted. CMT also discussed the identification of a range of options, which are often central to the report and the decision- making process of elected members. Officers agreed that all options should be set out but felt that there was some variance within Committees and the Executive as to whether one option (out of a range) should be proposed as a recommendation, or whether Members should take the decision without guidance from Officers. CMT stated that it would always take guidance from Portfolio Holders, Chairs of Overview & Scrutiny Committees and the Overview & Scrutiny Management Team , when this was likely to be an issue.

(iv) CMT agreed that verbal and holding reports were unacceptable but again cited very tight deadlines which often forced Officers into this form of presenting reports.

3.0
STRATEGIES FOR FUTURE REPORT WRITING

3.1 Following the Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee on 11th March and the CMT meeting of 5th May, the Executive Director has looked at ways of improving the quality of report writing in the future. The summary below identifies a proposed course of action:

(i) All Officers responsible for writing reports should be given support in raising the quality of reports and this will include:

· Where appropriate , monitoring of standard of reports by the Town Clerk and Chief Executive, Executive Directors and Business Unit Heads (depending on the author of the report) before they are submitted to Committees and Executive 

· Encouraging Officers to share models of good practice in report writing, which may include mentoring support for those Officers who may need help but require more sensitive guidance

· A clear format and template introduced for those reports which are being transferred from the Executive to Overview & Scrutiny Committees. This format must ensure that a clear rationale and summary of the main report’s content is given

(ii) Formal support will be given through the Appraisal procedure and where there are concerns Officers will be directed to training programmes if appropriate. The Executive Director has looked at the programmes currently offered to Council staff and will review this with MSES to ensure more targeted development is available. It is also interesting to note that between April 2001 and March 2004 the majority of staff who attended the ‘Written Communications Skills’ course were not Business Unit Heads or Team Leaders.

(iii) Background Papers – Officers will ensure that these will be identified as intended in the City Council’s Constitution and which include background papers, previous reports, relevant correspondence and any other supporting evidence which have been used to write the report. All the listed documents will be referenced.

Note: in compliance with section 100d of the Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985 the report has been prepared in part from the following papers:

Constitution of the Council of the City of Carlisle – ‘Access to Information Procedure Rules’ (pp 147-151) 
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