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June 2006

Overview and Scrutiny Improvement Plan

Guidance to Chairmen and Committees on Managing Business and Prioritising  for Scrutiny

1. Context

Recommendations 11, 12 ,13 & 16 of Dr Stephanie Snape’s Report and of the O&S Improvement Plan relate to a realistic work programme, the length of agendas, the consequent prioritisation required to achieve this, and also greater clarity in recommendations.

Dr Snape’s recommendations are :-

· A more balanced role profile has to be linked to realistic, achievable work programmes and shorter agendas for committees;
· This will involve greater prioritisation of work items;
· In undertaking prioritisation consideration must be given – at least in part – to the council’s priorities and those of the communities it serves.
· O&S Committees to work to ensure that recommendations from its reports or meetings are SMART (specific, measurable, accurate, realistic and timely).
The agreed Improvement Plan actions to implement these particular recommendations are:-
· Chairmen to take strong line. Consider guidance on maximum number of substantive agenda items.

· Chairmen to take forward prioritisation. Prepare guidance on criteria for such prioritisation. Aim to be 2 hour focussed and productive meetings.

· Include Council priorities in criteria under above action.

· Need for clarity and sharpness in resolutions accepted. Chairmen to sum up as carefully and clearly as possible. Training to be provided

2. Purpose

To help deliver these important actions this guidance seeks to define a set of objectives, criteria and gives tips which chairmen, in agreeing agendas and managing meetings, can follow, and committees, in setting work programmes and undertaking their scrutiny work, can be mindful of.

3. Aims

The aim should be to have productive meetings with manageable focussed agendas based on priorities. The committees should be undertaking quality work with meaningful outcomes. This requires preparation, concentration and dedication. The work is consequently intense and that can only be sustained over relatively short periods. The maxim is that it is much better to do fewer things well rather than more things superficially. Meetings should ideally, therefore, be approximately two hours in length and agendas consequently include a maximum of nine items in total including the standing items.

No item which simply provides information or reports progress should appear on O&S agendas. If there is no substantive work for the committee to do on that item then the information should be conveyed to members in a suitable format outwith the committee process.

 An acid test would be that any item where a report is likely to be noted, received or similarly dealt with without a substantive resolution from the committee should not appear on the agenda at all.

4. Key Objectives for Chairmen

The Aims translate into the following which should be the key objectives for an O&S chairman to achieve best practise in meetings:-

· Manageable, focussed agendas

· Quality work with meaningful outcomes

· Do fewer things well rather than more things superficially

· Meetings approximately two hours long

· Agendas include a maximum of nine items in total 

· No information items on agendas. 

· Always a substantive resolution

5. Criteria for Prioritising Over-long Agendas

Some issues will self-evidently be of high priority, for example, policy framework proposals and policy development sessions, both these matters, by definition, being well related to the Council’s priorities. Subject Reviews/Inquiries should be of high priority as they are both of the committee’s own choosing (and therefore of priority) and also be looking at issues which are topical. Other items clearly would be of low priority, for example, an officer report which did not highlight potential scrutiny opportunities by posing questions for the committee, or seeking views on various points or presenting options for scrutiny’s evaluation.

An important factor will be whether an issue is a priority to the community and Members’ experience in their constituency work, consultation results and media coverage are all factors to take into account here.

An over-arching criteria, which should be universally applied, is that the committee must be able to add value or make a difference to the issue; if it cannot, it must not waste valuable time and effort considering it.

Successful O&S committees will wish to include issues that are forward looking in their nature, and involve creative or highly innovative approaches. This criteria should also extend to the manner in which the committee is to undertake the work with preference being given to workshops, Task and Finish Groups and other participative approaches over traditional reports where appropriate.

If officers are mindful of this guidance and chairmen are proactive in applying it at then the aims set out above ought to be achieved.

6. Tips on framing O&S Resolutions

· Try to avoid a long ‘summing up’ at the end of each item – the minutes will provide a record of what Members said during discussion. A short summing up focussing on the resolutions to be made will be more useful and effective;

· A resolution should stem from the Committee’s discussions – but not at the expense of a muddled resolution;

· For the more straightforward items involving a formal report from an officer, use the officer’s recommendations to develop the resolution;

· Be realistic – an O&S committee’s resolutions should focus on achievable actions;

· Try and keep each resolution as short as possible – separate the decision out into several if it seems likely to become too long;

· Always think (a) who is this resolution/recommendation addressed to (b) what are we asking them to do (c) is the Committee expecting a response to the resolution. Make these things absolutely clear in the resolution.

· Language – the language used should reflect the committee’s view – stronger words and emphasis should be used only when the Committee clearly feels strongly about an issue;

7. General Tips for O&S Chairmen
· Lead by Example: be Prepared, be Punctual, be Positive;

· Promote fairness – make sure that all Members get a chance to speak and try and involve all Members. And make sure that those before the Committee are treated with respect;

· Sometimes, it may be worth reminding the Committee why an item is before them and what they are expected to do with it. If the discussion then strays away from the topic concerned, be firm and bring it back to the matter at hand;

· The meeting is owned by you and the Committee. Officers and Members are there to assist the Committee, not to direct it;

· As a result of the agenda planning, you should have a good idea how much time should be given to each item. Use this information to keep the meeting moving along but don’t be too rigid – sometimes the discussion and debate may have revealed new information and the Committee may need a little longer to come to a view.

John Mallinson

Head of Scrutiny and Emergency Planning Services

June 2006
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