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June 2006

1.
Introduction

A T&F group is simply a small group of Members from a committee which is asked to carry out a piece of work and report back within a given timescale.

The report from Dr Snape urged the three main Overview and Scrutiny committees to make more use of Task and Finish (T&F) Groups. More generally, T&F groups have been identified as an element of best practice in scrutiny work within local authorities. They provide a more flexible approach to undertaking scrutiny work than is often possible within a formal committee system. Indeed, in terms of formal processes, it is best to think of T&F groups doing their work outside of the committee system with only the outputs from the T&F group brought back into the formal system. 

2.
When should a task group be used?

The most obvious answer is ‘when the Committee wants to’. The final decision as to whether to carry out a piece of subject review work within the whole committee or using a task and finish group always rests with the Committee itself. At the end of this document, there is a checklist of tasks for any Committee setting up a T&F group. There are also a number of case studies from other authorities – to provide examples of how the T&F group approach has succeeded.

The key advantages of working in a T&F group are two-fold:

· In-depth work is likely to be more successful if removed from the day-to-day business of the committee;

· Greater flexibility – smaller groups of Members with the ability to co-opt other Members and work more informally than the whole committee would be able to do;

The type of work to be carried out by a T&F group is usually similar to that which would be carried out by the whole committee when it undertakes a subject review. However, a T&F group should not be considered to be a ‘sub-committee’ – the idea is that the work is carried out in a more informal way than committee working allows.

3.
How to set up a Task and Finish Group

In setting up a T&F group, the following should always be fulfilled:

· A T&F group should ideally have 4 Members, but no more than 6. A broad political balance should be sought but is not a requirement. Indeed, greater consideration should be given to creating a small T&F group than one with a precise political balance;

· Where a subject cuts across more than one committee, a task group can be formed from Members of the relevant committees. One committee should be considered the lead committee for ease of administration.

· Those chosen to sit on the T&F group should be interested in, have a concern about, or background in the subject under analysis. Members who consider themselves unlikely to be able to attend the majority of meetings should not put themselves forward. In line with this, there will be no substitute system for T&F groups;

· It is the job of the main committee to define the terms of reference as it sets up the T&F group. The terms of reference for the work should be clear and minuted. A timescale in which the work is to be carried out should also be given;

· Wherever possible and appropriate, a Lead Member should be selected by the group upon formation – ideally, immediately following the Committee meeting at which the T&F group was formed. Although this process is not a formal one, it does enable the supporting officers to work with greater direction in the early days of the T&F group;

· The Lead Member of the T&F group should not be the Chair of the O&S committee.

· Support for the work of T&F groups may be provided by officers from the O&S Support team or, more usually, other officers from within the City Council or a combination of the two. This broadening of officer support for O&S subject review work is an important element of the O&S improvement plan. The mechanism for supporting the work must be clear when the T&F group is being set up and should be explicit. A lead officer should be assigned
 – this person will be responsible for taking most of the day-to-day decisions about progressing the work of the T&F group in conjunction with the Lead Member;

· Care should be taken not to have too many T&F groups running at any one time. As a guide, there should perhaps be no more than two reporting to each committee at any point.

4.
How should Task and Finish Groups work?

Membership

As has already been noted, flexibility is a key advantage of T&F groups. One element of this is the ability to vary the membership of the group. As well as T&F groups being made up of Members from more than one O&S Committee, the T&F group can choose to co-opt Members from outside of the O&S committees  - this would be particularly appropriate when the subject being considered has a strong relevance to a particular ward or where it is known that a Member has a strong interest in, or knowledge of, the area under consideration. This process of co-option is under the control of the T&F group as set up by the Committee – that is, it is not carried out by the Committee when setting the T&F group up but is, instead, something that the T&F group could consider at its first meeting. Inevitably, co-opting Members onto the group will affect its political balance – this should not be a cause for concern and further Members should not be co-opted merely to redress the political balance.

Beyond this, the T&F group may consider it appropriate to co-opt people from other groups and organisations outside of the City Council. However, it should always be considered whether this is the best mechanism for involving someone in the T&F group. Often visiting the person or holding an evidence session with that person as a witness will prove more fruitful.

Doing the Work

Although the terms of reference are determined by the main committee, it is then up to the T&F Members to determine how the work is to be carried out – whether that is through evidence sessions, informal meetings, site visits, mystery shopping or any other mechanism the T&F group consider appropriate. 

The Role of the Lead Member

Firm but inclusive chairing by the Lead Member is, as ever, vital in bringing cohesion and purpose to the group. During its work, the Lead Member will also report to the parent committee on progress – this will usually be just a verbal update and can be carried out under the Work Programme item on every O&S committee’s agenda. Sometimes it may be appropriate to circulate notes from a T&F group meeting to the whole of the parent committee. The role of the Lead Member will also include presenting any final report to the parent O&S Committee and also representing the T&F group at Executive or Council if necessary. 

Keeping a Record of the T&F Group’s Work

In general, a T&F group will work in a much less formal way than a Committee. The Legal and Democratic Services team will be responsible for keeping a record of the T&F group’s activities. However, it should be emphasised that this record will not constitute minutes in the style of those produced for Committee meetings. Instead, the emphasis will be on producing short notes of a meeting, usually in a bullet-point format. These will cover the main points discussed at a meeting and, where relevant, the views of the T&F group. These documents will not be formal ones and will be for the use of the T&F group members only. Clearly, this is a departure from the norm and the detail of recording T&F work will be reviewed after 12 months of working with the arrangements outlined above.

It is worth Members noting that, under the Freedom of Information Act, papers (formal and informal) could form part of a response to a request for information, subject to any exemption and the public interest.

Arrangements for Meetings

Similarly, the T&F group should consider whether each of their meetings are to be public meetings or not. The nature of much T&F work – informal meetings, site visits, mystery shopping – means that it cannot realistically be performed in public. This is not based on any desire for T&F work to be progressed in private – it is merely an acknowledgement that T&F work is informal in nature. However, a distinction should be made for evidence sessions with witnesses – these are, by their nature, more formal and should usually be open to the public. It should be made clear to those giving evidence that public and press may attend these meetings.

For the sake of consistency and Members’ convenience, Legal and Democratic Services will be responsible for notifying Members of T&F group meetings. T&F group meetings will be entered in the Civic Diary (as visible in Outlook) and notification that the meeting is taking place will also be included in CMIS. However, it will also be made clear that the meetings are informal and, where this is the case, that they are not open to the public. 

The circulation of papers can be driven by less tight timetables for informal meetings. Nevertheless, good practice would still indicate that any papers being circulated to Members should be sent out 7 days prior to the meeting. Greater use of e-mail for arranging meetings and agreeing approaches can also be made where meetings are informal.

Finishing the Review

In concluding the review, the T&F group should decide whether to produce a very short report (perhaps just some recommendations with justification) or a fuller, more considered report. Whatever the T&F group produces, it should be adequate for the parent O&S committee to understand how the group came to its view. In producing a report, it is often worth the T&F group having an informal discussion about its broad contents at the end of their final substantive session. The draft report should then be drafted by the officer support in conjunction with the Lead Member. This draft report should then be discussed at a meeting of the T&F group and amendments may be made. Once the members of the group have agreed the report, it should come back to the parent committee for formal endorsement. It will then be referred on as necessary and the main Committee will be responsible for undertaking any follow up work. 

Checklist for Task and Finish Group

Stage
Task
Who?
Completed?

Set Up


Terms of Reference and timescale defined by parent O&S Committee
Parent O&S Committee



Members to be on T&F group selected – according to interest in subject and availability




Lead Member selected (not O&S Chair)




Officer support clearly defined and Lead Officer identified




Consider co-option of others onto T&F Group
T&F Group


Doing Work
Define and plan how the work is to be done – site visits, informal sessions, mystery shopping, evidence sessions
T&F Group



Make arrangements for meetings. Evidence sessions in public, other meetings not.




Keep parent O&S committee informed of progress



Finishing Off
Produce and agree final report with recommendations




Take back to parent O&S Committee for approval




Agree any follow-up arrangements and timescale
Parent O&S Committee


Examples of Task and Finish Group Working

· In 2003, Thurrock Council carried out a review of the council’s arrangements for the Disability Discrimination Act. To assist with the review, the Overview and Scrutiny Panel co-opted a member of the Thurrock Disability Network. The co-opted person proved to be “invaluable”.

· Richmond Council looked at Continuing Care using a task group in 2004-2005.  This task group was comprised of Members from two O&S committees. The group carried out the review with close involvement of the voluntary sector and in their report they underlined just how valuable the voluntary sector were in considering the topic – they considered that this had helped them in fulfilling their responsibility “to reflect and voice the concerns of the public and its communities”. The task group was made up of a Member from each of the parent O&S committees, two other non-O&S councillors were co-opted, as was a representative from the local Age Concern group. The group wanted to carry out the review as far as possible from the perspective of the user. The group used a range of techniques to gather evidence - most of their work was carried out through fact-finding meetings and visits. Informal interviews were also carried out with individual carers. Within the Council and the Primary Care Trust, the task and finish group’s recommendations were well received and resulted in many changes.

· Lancashire County Council did a task group review of Park and Ride in 2004. One of the main mechanisms for gathering evidence was the members travelling on different park and ride schemes around the county and talking to users of the service. They also sought users’ views through a questionnaire on the County Council website.

· Bromsgrove District Council had a task group set up to examine the Siting of Taxi Ranks. To assist with this, the group co-opted a representative of the taxi trade. The group carried out extensive site visits around the town and also had informal evidence sessions with various groups.

· Swindon Borough Council set up a task group to examine furniture recycling in the town. The review used a wide range of methods including a site visit, mystery shopping exercises, a focus group with clients of housing services, and a comparative pricing exercise. The group also interviewed agencies which use the recycling services and visited furniture recyclers outside of the region to examine alternative schemes.

· Bedfordshire County Council carried out a review of the Council’s Charging Policy. The group comprised just three Members but it was considered important that the group received extensive officer support from across the Council. In total, 11 officers were named members of the officer review team.
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� This may require prior arrangement with that officer’s line manager.
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