CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

THURSDAY 1 APRIL 2004 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillors Bain, Mrs Bradley, Mrs Fisher (as substitute for Councillor Jefferson), Joscelyne, McDevitt (as substitute for Councillor Stothard), J Mallinson, and Mrs Styth.

CROS.33/04
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillors Guest (Chairman), Farmer (in his capacity as substitute Member of the Committee), Jefferson and Stothard.

In the absence of the Chairman, Councillor J Mallinson (Vice-Chairman) took the Chair.

CROS.34/04
AGENDA
RESOLVED - That Agenda item A.13 (SAS 610 – Audit Commission Report on the 2002/03 Final Accounts) be moved up the Agenda and considered as the first item of business.

CROS.35/04
DECLARATION OF INTEREST

Councillor Mrs Styth declared a personal interest in accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct in respect of Agenda item A.12 (Annual Audit Letter).  Councillor Mrs Styth stated that the interest related to the fact that she was a Member of the Board of Carlisle Housing Association.

CROS.36/04
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETINGS

The Minutes of the meetings held on 12 January and 11 February 2004 were agreed as a correct record of the meetings and signed by the Chairman.

Referring to the minutes of the meeting of the Committee held on 19 February 2004 (Minute CROS.32/04(a)), a Member questioned when the report on Member access to the Civic Centre Broadband service could be expected.

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager advised that he had sent a reminder to the Head of Customer and Information Services and was awaiting a response.  It was then agreed that the Officer be requested to update the Committee on progress achieved.

Subject to the above, the Minutes were noted.

CROS.37/04
STATEMENT OF AUDITING STANDARDS (SAS) 610 – AUDIT COMMISSION REPORT ON THE 2002/03 FINAL ACCOUNTS
There was submitted report of the Head of Finance FS.02/04 attaching the SAS 610 Statement for 2002-03, which detailed the unadjusted misstatements during that period, together with the draft Independent Auditor’s Report. 

The Head of Finance introduced Mr Richard McGahon who was in attendance at the meeting.

Mr McGahon began by advising that he was an Audit Manager with the Audit Commission, but had previously held the post of Audit Manager with the City Council.  He also introduced Mr Barry Lennox who worked in Carlisle Audit and submitted apologies on behalf of Ms Fiona Daley (District Auditor and Relationship Manager) who was unable to be present today.

Mr McGahon outlined the key points and next steps for the benefit of Members.  Before the Audit Commission could sign off the accounts and issue their Audit Certificate and Opinion this Committee must approve the report. Subject to the Committee’s approval to the unadjusted misstatements, the amended Statement of Accounts for 2002-03 would be finalised and considered by Council on 27 April 2004.  The amended Statements would incorporate any material misstatements agreed with the Auditors.  

In response to a Member’s question, Mrs Brown advised that because this was a new requirement and bearing in mind the time constraints involved, it had not been possible to report to this Committee on adjustments made.  She hoped that next year it would be possible to submit the entire statement to this Committee in order that Members may have the opportunity to consider the whole picture.  

It was noted that none of the amendments agreed would have an impact on the overall financial position of the Council.

A Member queried whether any of the unadjusted misstatements would impact on the future financial position of the Council.

In response, Mr McGahon explained the manner by which the audit had been undertaken and the judgements made in respect thereof.   Ms Daley was satisfied that the unadjusted misstatements related to less significant items and presentational issues which would be addressed in the 2003/04 financial statements.

Members then suggested that consideration of the matter should be deferred to the City Council, at which time a short covering report should be submitted detailing the background to the matter.  Mrs Brown indicated that that course of action was acceptable.

RESOLVED – That the SAS 610 Statement 2002-03 be referred to the City Council for approval and that the Head of Finance be requested to provide a short covering report appraising Members of the background to the matter.

CROS.38/04
CALL-IN OF DECISIONS

There had been no matters which had been the subject of call-in.

CROS.39/04
WORK PROGRAMME 2003/04

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented the Overview and Scrutiny work programme for 2003/04, which took into account matters scheduled to be dealt with by this Committee, and explained the current status of the various items.

It was noted that Agenda items A.9(a) and (c) (Financial Services and Strategic and Performance Services Business Plan Monitoring) had been withdrawn from today’s Agenda.  

The Chairman stressed that Business Unit Heads should note the importance of adhering to the reporting timetable if at all possible.

RESOLVED –  (1) That the work programme be noted.

(2) That Business Unit Heads be reminded of the importance of adhering to the timetable for the submission of reports to this Committee.

CROS.40/04
MONITORING OF FORWARD PLAN ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented report LDS.19/04 highlighting issues within the ambit of this Committee included within the Forward Plan of Executive decisions for the period 1 April 2004 to 31 July 2004.

Referring the KD.107/03 - Joint Carlisle and Eden Community Strategy, a Member queried why the Strategy was now only scheduled to go to Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee when in the past it had been considered by all three Overview and Scrutiny Committees.  The Member asked that this Committee also have the opportunity to consider the matter. 

The Head of Legal and Democratic Services commented that, in those circumstances, a special meeting of the Committee may be necessary and suggested that Mr Mallinson investigate the issue further.

Members agreed that it was important that this Committee had the opportunity to input into the Strategy, expressing annoyance that it had not been programmed appropriately through Overview and Scrutiny.  It was with reluctance therefore that they agreed to the scheduling of a special meeting of the Committee, should that prove necessary.

Mr Mallinson undertook to take that matter forward.

A Member further noted that KD.005/04 – Parkhouse Electricity Supply Issues had been deferred stressing that it was an important issue. In response Mr Mallinson advised that, as he understood it, the report was not yet ready to come to Committee.

Referring to KD.072/03 – Procurement Strategy, Dr Gooding advised that the Strategy would be submitted to the Executive on 26 April 2004, following which it would come to this Committee for further consideration.  He added that, following discussion with the Head of Commercial and Technical Services, he would be taking the lead on the Best Value Review of Risk Management and would report on that to a future meeting of this Committee.

RESOLVED – (1) That the report be noted.

(2) That the Overview and Scrutiny Manager be requested to arrange for the Joint Carlisle and Eden Community Strategy to be submitted to this Committee prior to any decision being taken by the Executive.  Further the Committee agreed, with reluctance, that a special meeting be arranged to deal with the same, should that prove necessary.

CROS.41/04
REFERENCES  FROM THE EXECUTIVE AND OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY

(a)  Arrangements in respect of the Annual Council Meeting

Minute EX.53/04 of the Executive meeting on 1 March 2004 was submitted, together with report of the Head of Legal and Democratic Services LDS.06/04 which sought the Executive’s views on whether changes should be made in respect of the arrangements for the Annual Council Meeting, as requested by the City Council at its meeting on 13 January 2004.

The Executive had decided:

1. That the Executive’s opinion is that no action be taken in this matter and the format of the Annual Council Meeting in both its procedural and ceremonial aspects be maintained, subject to a review of the need for the list of appointments to outside bodies being submitted to the Annual Council Meeting.

2. That the report be referred to the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee for observations with views being submitted to the City Council for formal decision.

RESOLVED – That the City Council be advised that it is the opinion of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee that no action be taken in the matter and the format of the Annual Council Meeting in both its procedural and ceremonial aspects be maintained.

(b) Industrial Estates Policy Review
Minute IOS.46/04 of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee meeting on 4 March 2004 was submitted in response to this Committee’s invitation to the Chairman (or other interested Member of that Committee) to participate in the Review.

The Chairman of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee plus Councillor Earp had been nominated as the Committee’s representatives for the Review.

RESOLVED – That the position be noted.

CROS.42/04
CORPORATE JOINT CONSULTATIVE MEETING

There was submitted the Minutes of the Carlisle City Council – Corporate Joint Consultative meeting held on 11 February 2004.

RESOLVED – That the Minutes be noted.

CROS.43/04
REVENUES AND BENEFITS BEST VALUE REVIEW

Minute 0SM.08/04 of the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee meeting on 29 January 2004 was submitted detailing the proposed scope for the Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review.  Also submitted was the first report of the Head of Revenues and Benefits Services RB.01/04 on the Review. 

Mr Mason presented his report in detail, the aim of which was:

1. To advise Members of the wide ranging scope of the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services.

2. To resolve whether a Member of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee should join the Best Value Review Project Team as an ad hoc Member.

3. To request that Members scrutinise the Best Value Review Project/Work Plan.

4. To request that Members scrutinise the Review of Housing Benefits Appeals administration undertaken as part of the Work Plan.  

He added that Ms Jean Feddon, Manager of Age Concern, had agreed to join the Review Team.

In considering the matter, Members raised the following key issues, to which Mr Mason and Dr Gooding responded:

(a) The Chairman and Councillor Mrs Bradley (as regards Benefits issues) be nominated to represent this Committee as ad hoc members of the Best Value Review Project Team.


Mr Mason undertook to circulate the Agenda for the Team meetings to those Members who could then decide between them who would attend any particular meeting, although clearly the presence of both Members would be welcome.

(b) Mr Mason was working with Capita as regards the telephone service to the public.  New telephony requirements were part of the identified costs of the Customer Contact Centre as matters stood at present.

(c) Staff sickness was problematic in Benefits Services, that also being the case in the welfare industry across the country.  Certain authorities had introduced home working which had impacted favourably on sickness levels.  All Local Authorities would in future be required to have a Home Working Policy in place, which would in all likelihood come forward to this Committee.

(d) Referring to the Review of Housing Benefits Appeals administration, then it was very important to compare like with like, particularly as regards the number of appeals received.  It was felt that more detail may be required in that regard.

(e) The issue of staff retention would be included within the Review, with certain action already having been taken to address that problem.

Members felt reassured by the content of the Work Plan and wished to place on record their appreciation of the hard work undertaken to date by Mr Mason.

RESOLVED – (1) That the wide ranging scope of the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits be noted.

(2) That the Chairman of this Committee, together with Councillor Mrs Bradley (for Benefits issues) be nominated to join the Best Value Review Project Team as ad hoc Members.

(3) That the Head of Revenues and Benefits Services take account of the issues raised by Members as outlined above when progressing the Review.

CROS.44/04
INVESTORS IN PEOPLE ACTION PLAN

The Head of Member Support and Employee Services presented report ME.6/04 updating Members on progress with the Investors in People Action Plan.

Mr Williams reminded Members that several areas for improvement had been identified following the Council’s successful reassessment for the Investors in People (IiP) National Standard undertaken in June 2003.  The Council was allowed twelve months in which to put things right and an Action Plan had been compiled to guide that process. 

The Action Plan was overseen by Officers of the Strategic Staff Development Group and was to be monitored by Members of this Committee.  Members’ views were invited on the Action Plan appended to the report.

Mr Williams then responded to various questions during which Members’ sought and received an assurance that the Authority would be ready for re‑assessment in June 2004.

RESOLVED – That progress against the Investors in People Action Plan be noted.

CROS.45/04
CORPORATE/PERFORMANCE PLAN 

The Head of Strategic and Performance Services presented report SP.10/04 identifying the key issues emanating from the addendum to Circular 03/2003 – Local Government Act 1999: Part 1 Best Value and Performance Improvement on guidance on Best Value Performance Plans, published by the ODPM on 1 March 2004.

The main issue for the City Council was to incorporate the Performance Plan requirements for this year into a revised Corporate Plan.  

Members’ comments were sought as regards the list of proposed information to include in the Corporate/Performance Plan, attached at Appendix 1 to the report.  In addition, Appendix 2 provided the reporting timetable in respect thereof.

In response to a Members’ question, Ms Hook advised that Area Working had not been purposely excluded and could be included within the Plan.

RESOLVED – That the list of proposed information for inclusion in the Corporate/Performance Plan, as detailed at Appendix 1 to report SP.10/04, be accepted subject to the addition of Area Working.

CROS.46/04
MEMBER SUPPORT AND EMPLOYEE SERVICES BUSINESS PLAN MONITORING REPORT

The Head of Member Support and Employee Services presented the Member Support and Employee Services Business Plan Monitoring report (ME.5/04).

Mr Williams outlined the content of the monitoring report, which detailed the Unit’s progress against the Business Plan, covering key developments and challenges since the last report of 12 January 2003; progress on Best Value; achievement of performance against Best Value Indicators; Corporate Issues; Key Decisions update; and Budget update.

In addition, the report had been presented to CMT and discussed with the Executive Director who had line management responsibility, and amended to include their comments.


In considering the report, Members raised the following issues:

(a) Health and Safety Management - There had been no Member involvement in the revised evacuation procedure for the Civic Centre, nor had Members ever had the benefit of a fire drill as regards the building.

Mr Williams advised that a report was in the course of preparation and would be brought before Members in the near future for consultation.

(b) Sickness Absence - An audit of self-certification as opposed to certification by Doctors should be undertaken to identify instances of “Bank Holiday/School Holiday syndrome”.

Mr Williams undertook to investigate the above and report back to a future meeting of this Committee.

(c) Emergency Planning – Was a workable Emergency Plan in place and what was the impact of financial restrictions on planning for emergencies?

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager stressed that the County Council was the lead Local Authority and, as such, they received grant funding.   A Civil Contingencies Bill was currently before Parliament.  The emergency planning community’s comments on that were extensive, one of which was that if the Government expected Local Authorities to take an enhanced role clearly there would be financial implications.  The Government had, however, stated that no additional funding would be forthcoming.

Mr Mallinson added that he did not feel it was appropriate to say whether he was happy with existing contingency arrangements, since it was not possible to plan for every eventuality. The City Council had been well represented at Member level at Emergency Planning Seminars.  The Seminars would be repeated during the course of this year and would pick up on the legislation mentioned above.

(d) Enhance Member Support – Members requested an update on the current position.

In response, Mr Williams was pleased to report that three Member Support Officers had been appointed and were expected to start in post in mid‑April.  In addition, a part‑time Administrative Officer had been appointed to assist the Pay and Member Services Team.  He was, therefore, confident that his Unit would be able to provide all of Members’ support needs.

(e) Develop a strategic approach to HR and Organisational Development -  Members noted with pleasure that 83% of the Council’s Supervisors and Managers had already entered the Authority’s new Management Development Programme, that being ahead of target.

RESOLVED – (1) That the report be noted.

(2) That the Head of Member Support and Employee Services be requested to investigate the issue raised at (b) above and report his findings to a future meeting of this Committee.

CROS.47/04
VFM/PERFORMANCE REVIEW – PARTNERSHIPS FOLLOW‑UP REVIEW
The Head of Finance presented Financial Memo FS.56/03 concerning the Review undertaken to follow-up the recommendations arising from the VFM/Performance Review of Partnerships.

Mrs Brown reminded Members of the background to the matter, and outlined the results of the follow-up Review.

As part of the Review of Existing Partnerships a questionnaire had been sent to all Business Unit Heads on 13 January 2004, a copy of which was appended to the report.    Details of the responses received in respect thereof were provided.   

Mrs Brown advised that a number of Units had yet to respond, being at various stages of completing the necessary review.  It was not, therefore, possible to give the necessary assurance that all existing Partnership Agreements had been reviewed as required.  Internal Audit would, however, follow these up as part of the Audit Plan for 2004/05.

RESOLVED – That the report be received and noted.

CROS.48/04
REVISED STRATEGIC AUDIT PLAN 2003-04 TO 2006‑O7, AUDIT PLAN 2004-05 AND PROPOSALS FOR VFM STUDIES
The Audit Services Manager submitted report FS.58/03 providing details of the revised Strategic Audit Plan for the years 2003-04 to 2006-07 and the Audit Plan for 2004-05. 

Mr Beckett presented the revised Strategic Plan which had been produced using a “risk based” formula following discussions with all Business Unit Heads and, as far as possible, reflecting a “themed” approach within each Business Unit.  Members were requested to consider and comment on the Plan, which also indicated the individual reviews planned to be carried out during 2004-05 prior to submission to the City Council for approval.

Members were further requested to note Appendix B to the report being a summarised analysis of the proposed Audit Plan for 2004-05, showing the planned days for each of the Business Units, together with an analysis of the planned non-chargeable time.  Allowances of 20 days and 30 days respectively had been included in the Plan to cover the Computer and Contract Audits.

As in previous years, an allowance of 100 days had been made for VFM/Performance Review/Best Value Studies.  Both CMT and EMG had considered the scope for VFM studies, particularly in relation to existing improvement plans and performance indicators.  The main priority arising from that process was a request for a study into the impact of the provisions of the Local Government Act 2003 insofar as they related, for all Business Units, to the Authority’s powers for “Trading and Charging”.  If accepted by Members, it was anticipated that due to its innovative, complex and wide ranging nature, that study would require most (or at least a very significant majority) of the allocated time. 

In considering the matter, a Member felt that the Study into Trading and Charging should include consideration of the Corporate Charging Policy and the level of subsidisation provided by the Council/manner by which that was applied.  She accepted that the Council was now empowered to act under the new powers, but was concerned that the “social conscience” aspect may be ignored.

Mr Beckett confirmed that the Corporate Charging Policy would be included.

Mrs Brown agreed that subsidisation was an area which required investigation, but felt that it would be impossible to deal with everything within the timescale available.  It may, however, be possible to deal with it in terms of setting out a timetable for review within the Corporate Charging Policy.

RESOLVED – (1) That the revised Strategic Plan, attached at Appendix A to report FS.58/03, be noted prior to submission to the City Council for approval and that the Internal Audit Plan for 2004-05, attached at Appendix B, be approved.

(2) That the Value for Money/Performance Review/Best Value Studies be prioritised as follows:

1. Trading and Charging

2. Charitable Funds (Approved for 2003/04 but not completed)

3. Debt Management

4. Mobile Telephones

5. Corporate Credit Cards

6. Quality Assurance

(3) That the report be referred to the Executive to determine whether they had any requests for such studies for inclusion in the programme for 2004‑05.

CROS.49/04
ANNUAL AUDIT LETTER

The Head of Finance presented the first joint audit and inspection ‘Annual Letter’ for Members, which summarised the conclusions and significant issues arising from the Auditor’s 2002-03 audit and inspection programme and commented on other current issues.

RESOLVED – That the Annual Audit Letter be noted.

[The meeting ended at 4.00 pm]

