CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

THURSDAY 24 JULY 2003 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:

Councillor Guest (Chairman), Councillors Bain, Mrs Bradley, Joscelyne, Morton (as substitute for Councillor J Mallinson), Stothard and Mrs Styth. 

CROS.77/03
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillors Jefferson and J Mallinson.

Councillor Firth (Portfolio Holder for Policy, Performance Management, Finance and Resources) also submitted apologies as regards Agenda item A.2(a).

CROS.78/03
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST
There were no Declarations of Interest affecting any item on the Agenda.

CROS.79/03
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETINGS

The Minutes of the meetings of the Committee held on 19 May, and 12 and 23 June 2003 were signed by the Chairman as a correct record of the meetings.

CROS.80/03
CALL-IN OF DECISIONS
There were no matters which had been the subject of call-ins.

CROS.81/03
WORK PROGRAMME
(a)
 Discussion with Portfolio Holders   

Pursuant to Minute CROS.61/03, the Portfolio Holders for Corporate Resources; Promoting Carlisle; and Policy, Performance Management, Finance and Resources had been invited to attend the meeting to identify issues and policy proposals which would be coming forward during the year and to discuss how these could be planned to come to Overview and Scrutiny as appropriate.

It was noted that although an apology for absence had been received from the Portfolio Holder for Policy, Performance Management, Finance and Resources, no such response or acknowledgement of the invitation had been received from the remaining Portfolio Holders.  Members expressed serious concerns and disappointment at the situation and agreed that the Portfolio Holders be invited to attend the special meeting of the Committee scheduled to take place on 13 August 2003.

The Chairman advised that he had agreed that the Budget Overview and Monitoring Report covering the first three months also be submitted to that meeting.

RESOLVED – (1) That the relevant Portfolio Holders be invited to attend the special meeting of this Committee to be held on 13 August 2003 to discuss forthcoming Forward Plan items.

(2) That the Head of Finance be asked to submit the Budget Overview and Monitoring Report : April to June 2003 to that meeting.

(b)
 Work Programme for 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.

Members noted that no future date for the consideration of Area Working had been included within the programme and asked that the matter be programmed to come back to this Committee in say three months time.

A Member further noted that no date had been included for the monitoring of the City Vision and Corporate Plan, to which the Overview and Scrutiny Manager advised that he had passed the Committee’s request to the relevant Officer, but was awaiting a response.  Members asked that the Officer provide an update in time for the next scheduled meeting of the Committee.

RESOLVED – (1) That the Work Programme be noted.

(2) That Area Working be programmed into the document for consideration in three months time.

(3) That the Head of Strategic and Performance Services be requested to submit an update report on monitoring of the City Vision and Corporate Plan to the next meeting of this Committee on 4 September 2003.

(c) Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee Response on Subject Reviews/Inquiries
There was submitted excerpt of the Minutes of the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee held on 3 July 2003 (Minute OSM.40/03 refers) in response to the suggestions made by this Committee for Subject Reviews/Inquiries.

The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee had agreed that this Committee should continue with the Review of Area Working.

RESOLVED – That the position be noted.

CROS.82/03
MONITORING OF FORWARD PLAN ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented Report LDS.47/03, highlighting issues with the ambit of this Committee included within the Forward Plan of Executive Decisions for the period 1 July  2003 to 31 October 2003.

Mr Mallinson then reported on the present position on each matter within the Forward Plan, and he and the Head of Finance responded to Members’ questions.

As regards Strategic Development Agreements – Lower Viaduct, a Member commented that that was a major, controversial matter which would be appropriate for Overview and Scrutiny.    Mr Mallinson suggested that, if the Committee was so minded, it could request the report on that item for consideration at the special meeting on 13 August 2003, which course of action was agreed.  

It was further agreed that the report on Local Public Service Agreements could also be considered at that meeting.

Members then expressed serious concern that all too often this Committee had to request to be included as a Consultee within the Forward Plan, rather than that being programmed in, such concerns having been raised repeatedly in the past.  A Member queried whether staff fully understood the process.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive commented that Officers had a proper understanding of the new arrangements and made every effort to effectively programme business within the Forward Plan.  However, for reasons outwith their control, the timetable did on occasion slip. He suggested that the matter could usefully be discussed at the Management Committee.

Mr Mallinson reminded Members that a standing item on the Monitoring of and Changes to the Forward Plan appeared on the Agenda of the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee.  Members then requested that a review of how Forward Plan reports were presented to Committees be undertaken to reflect concerns raised.

Referring to the Asset Management Plan – Review of Economic Assets, a Member commented that the Council had attracted adverse publicity because of its decision to dispose of assets considered to be valuable by local communities.  She felt that local Members’ input would be invaluable and arrangements should be made to included them as consultees.  

Referring to the Provisional Outturn Reports, a Member requested that, in future, such reports be submitted to this Committee for consideration.

RESOLVED – (1) That the Report be noted.

(2) That this Committee wishes to be included as a Consultee in the Strategic Development Agreements – Lower Viaduct and would consider that item at the special meeting to be held on 13 August 2003.

(3) That the report relating to Local Public Service Agreements be also considered on 13 August 2003.

(4) That Members’ concerns regarding current arrangements to enable Overview and Scrutiny Committees to effectively scrutinise business contained within the Forward Plan be referred to the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee for consideration, together with the request that the manner by which Forward Plan reports were presented to Committees be reviewed.

(5) That this Committee requests that Ward Members be included as consultees in the item concerning the Asset Management Plan – Review of Economic Assets.

(6) That in future years the Head of Finance be requested to arrange for the Provisional Outturn Reports to be submitted to this Committee.

CROS.83/03
REFERENCES FROM THE EXECUTIVE

(a) Medium Term Financial Plan and Corporate Charging Policy 2004/05 to 2006/07
Pursuant to Minute CROS.66/03, there was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.132/03 setting out the Executive’s response to this Committee’s views on the Medium Term Financial Plan and Corporate Charging Policy 2004/05 to 2006/07.

The Executive had recommended the documentation to the City Council for approval, thanked this Committee for its input and had addressed the concerns raised in Minute CROS.66/03.

RESOLVED – That the position be noted. 

(b) Area Working
Pursuant to Minutes CROS.60/03 and CROS.63/03, there was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.159/03 detailing the Executive’s decision as regards proposals for the establishment of Area Based Working, namely:

“That Officers and the relevant Portfolio Holder submit a report to a future meeting of the Executive outlining proposals to establish Area Based Working in three areas (two urban and one rural) on a pilot basis for a six month trial period.”

In considering the matter, Members raised the following points:

1. Concern as regards the proposed six month pilot of Area Working which period was considered to be insufficient.  Members felt that the pilot should be extended to cover a twelve month trial period, incorporating a review after nine months.

2. Neighbourhood Forums were already in existence and functioning well.  If the pilot proceeded in only three areas the majority of Council Members and communities would have to wait for a further year to experience Area Working, and be disadvantaged as a result.  The pilot should be all inclusive.

3. Other Members considered that the pilot should take place in three areas as proposed, and that each political Group should put forward their suggestions as to the particular areas for inclusion therein. 

4. It was vital that Area Based working was in place prior to the onset of Regional Government.

In response to a Member’s question, the Town Clerk and Chief Executive indicated that further clarity was required as to the terms of reference for area based working and how the same was to be resourced/supported in Officer/monetary terms.  He therefore wished to hold discussions with Group Leaders and the relevant Portfolio Holders with a view to progressing the issue.  

Mr Stybelski added that the County Council’s Area Officer for Carlisle was currently absent through sickness and the joint meeting requested with the County Council had yet to take place.  Mr Stybelski would take responsibility to consult the Executive Member/Leader with a view to ensuring that such a meeting took place.

Members expressed considerable displeasure at the general situation, reiterating their preference for joint working through Neighbourhood Forums and seeking clarification as to the Executive’s position as a matter of urgency.

RESOLVED – That the following be forwarded to the Executive as the views of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee on Area Working:

(1) That the proposed pilot of Area Based Working should be extended to cover a twelve month trial period, incorporating a review after nine months.


(2) That each political Group be asked to put forward their suggestions as to the Wards to be included within the proposed pilot.

(3) That joint working via the County Council Neighbourhood Forum model was the preferred option of this Committee, and the Committee seeks clarification of the Executive’s exact position in that regard as a matter of urgency.

(4) That this Committee remains concerned at the lack of progress on the matter and requests that the joint meeting with the County Council take place as soon as possible. 

(c)
Interim Review of The Audit Plan for 2003/04

Pursuant to Minute CROS.71/03, there was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.160/03 setting out the response of the Executive to the concerns expressed by this Committee as regards the number of days being lost from the original planned work, namely:

“That the Minute reference be noted and the relevant Portfolio Holder discuss the matter further with the Head of Finance, the Audit Manager and the Head of Member and Employee Services.”

The Head of Finance indicated that the situation had worsened since the last meeting of this Committee due to a member of staff commencing maternity leave, but that it was under consideration.

RESOLVED – That the decision be noted.

CROS.84/03
THREE YEAR BUDGET 2004/05 TO 2006/07 – FIRST FORECAST AND TIMETABLE

The Head of Finance presented report FS.8/03 summarising the projected cost of supporting service levels and the potential resources available to the City Council over the three year period to 2006/07 and commenting on a range of issues that would impact on the provision of services and the level of Council Tax over that period.  

She forecast a shortfall in funding over the three year period which, although manageable on its own, did not take any account of the bids that might arise and concluded that the Council would require to generate savings, increase income and redirect resources to meet priorities.  A timetable to guide the budget process was submitted for information.

Mrs Brown clarified the position on two points:

· The impact of supplementary estimates approved for 2003/04 had been taken into account in current projections; and

· As regards the proposed overview timetable and consideration of the draft Revenue Support Grant Settlement and Summary of overall Budgetary position, then 30 December 2003 should have read 15 January 2004 or a special meeting to be convened.

The Chairman suggested that a special meeting of the Committee could be held towards the end of December on a date to be arranged.

The report had been considered by the Executive on 7 July 2003 and an Excerpt of the Minutes of  that meeting (EX.133/03) was also submitted.

The Head of Finance and Town Clerk and Chief Executive then responded to a number of Members’ questions.

Discussion arose during which Members raised the following issues:

(1)  Referring to Minute EX.133/03, decision 4., Members noted that the capacity to increase base level spending was very limited and the Chief Executive and Strategic Financial Planning Group had been instructed to limit any requests.  Members expressed the hope that this Committee would have the opportunity to consider any essential bids put forward.

(2) Referring to decision 2., although the Chief Executive and Strategic Financial Planning Group had been instructed to generally look for and implement efficiency savings, no specific areas for savings had been identified by the Executive.    Members had, the year before, requested that specific areas should be so identified which request clearly had not been actioned.  That made effective scrutiny extremely difficult and did not comply with the spirit of the Council’s Constitution.  Members further wished to emphasise that this Committee should have been included as part of that process.

The Town Clerk and Chief Executive commented that were efficiency savings identified then they would come through the established processes in line with the Council’s Constitution and Financial Scheme of Delegation, and could only be implemented following that open and transparent process.  He added that it would be helpful if the Executive could advise this Committee of any areas under consideration and Members may wish to request that they have sight of the same.  Members agreed to that course of action.

A Member asked if the Labour Group could have sight of the terms of reference for the Strategic Financial Planning Group.  The Head of Finance indicated that they were attached to the Medium Term Financial Plan, but that she could let Members have copies.

RESOLVED – (1) That a special meeting of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee be convened on a date to be arranged in December 2003 to consider the draft Revenue Support Grant Settlement and summary of the overall Budgetary position.

(2) That this Committee’s concerns, as detailed at points (1) and (2) above, be forwarded to the Executive with the request that the Executive let this Committee have details of any specific areas under consideration as part of the efficiency savings being sought.

CROS.85/03
PROCUREMENT STRATEGY

Dr Gooding, Executive Director, presented a report of the Procurement and Project Co‑ordination Officer (SP.15/03) enclosing the Council’s Procurement Strategy which had been in place since October 2001, but had been extensively and comprehensively reviewed in light of changing guidance and needs.

The Strategy addressed the recommendations contained in the Joint Response of the Local Government Association and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister to the Local Government Task Force’s report “Delivering Better Services for Citizens” (usually referred to as the “Byatt” Report”).

The Procurement Strategy set out the Council’s strategic approach to procurement and was supported by manuals, policies and procedures which would also be reviewed and updated. Members’ attention was drawn to the procurement family tree which showed the relationship of those various documents.

Members then scrutinised the document with Dr Gooding raising the following issues:

· Engaging Members – Members questioned the level of training to be provided in order to assist them in scrutinising and monitoring the outcome of procurement processes.  Dr Gooding would ask the Procurement and Project Co-ordination Officer to clarify the same.

· TUPE – Members questioned whether these arrangements would lead to redundances and Dr Gooding advised that that was not the intention and redundancies were not anticipated.

· Guiding Principles – there appeared to be no requirement upon external providers to fulfil the expectations placed upon in-house providers.  Dr Gooding acknowledged that point which should have been included within the Strategy.

· Partnerships/Consortia – Members stressed the need for caution as regards partnership arrangements and Dr Gooding undertook to ensure that objective criteria were in place to assess the benefit of entering into partnerships.

· Construction-Related Procurement – the Procurement and Project Co‑ordination Officer would provide Members with written clarification of this issue as soon as possible.

· The Use of Competition – contracts would be awarded to the provider offering the most economically advantageous balance of quality and cost.  What were the objective criteria to assess that?

· Local Suppliers – Members noted that the process would ensure that the best value for money was obtained whether supplied or sourced locally or outwith the area.   They questioned how that would be assessed since clearly the use of providers from outwith the area would have a knock‑on effect for the local economy.

Dr Gooding reminded Members that the Strategy provided the broad framework and the latter two issues would sit beneath that and be covered in the policy and procedural documents.

Members also recognised that the Council was heavily reliant upon the expertise of one Officer and Dr Gooding undertook to investigate capacity issues in that particular area.

RESOLVED – That the revised Procurement Strategy be supported, subject to the issues identified by the Committee being taken on board.

CROS.86/03
CONSULTATIVE ARRANGEMENTS WITH TRADE UNIONS

Further to Minute CROS.60/03(b), the Head of Member Support and Employee Services presented report ME.9/03 describing the current consultative arrangements with Trade Unions.  

Members had requested that the views of management and Trade Unions be sought.  However, since the timing of that request was ‘between meetings’ with the Trade Unions, although sought, their views had yet to be accommodated within the report.

Mr Williams indicated that a report (TC.170/01) to the Personnel Consultative Committee on 27 July 2001 from the then Head of Personnel cogently described the evolution of consultation within the Authority.  At present consultation took place at 4 levels, details of which were provided:

1. Business Unit

2. Corporate

3. Member

4. Specific

He did not propose major change to these arrangements since they appeared to be working and were already sufficiently capable of accommodating change when that was seen as desirable by both parties.

If it was the Council’s wish to further enhance partnership working with Trade Unions, and the Lifelong Learning Agenda was one area that had already been proposed, then a joint presentation from the TUC would be heard in the autumn which may prompt further developments.

Mr Williams did, however, see the need for three improvements:

1. To give the current arrangements an agreed and universally-used title/label thus:

· Level 1 to be known as Local Joint Consultation (xxx Business Unit LJC)

· Level 2 to be the Forum for Corporate Joint Consultation (CJC)

· Level 3 Members Joint Consultation (MJC)

· Level 4 Joint Consultative Working Groups (xxx issue JCWG)

2. There was a need to clarify the membership and remit of each Group so as to assure mutual understanding.

3. The reporting arrangements between these Groups (and for management, the reporting line between these Groups and CMT/EMG) were in need of formalisation.

Members considered that, in the absence of the Trade Unions’ views, the matter should be deferred until the next meeting of the Committee at which time representatives of the Trade Unions should be invited to be present.  Members further requested sight of report TC.170/01 for that meeting.

RESOLVED – (1) That consideration of consultative arrangements with Trade Unions be deferred until the next meeting of this Committee, at which time representatives of the Unions be invited to attend to present their views.

(2) That report TC.170/01 be circulated with the Agenda for that meeting.

CROS.87/03
INDEPENDENT REMUNERATION PANEL – REVIEW OF MEMBERS’ TRAVEL AND SUBSISTENCE

The Head of Member Support and Employee Services presented report ME.7/03 concerning the Members’ Travel and Subsistence Scheme.

The Local Authorities (Members Allowances) Regulations 2003 had now been published and required the rates payable in respect of travel and subsistence allowances to be determined locally by the Independent Remuneration Panel.  The Panel had considered options put to them, as set out in Appendix A to the report, and their recommendations in respect of travel and subsistence allowances and procedures were attached at Appendix B.

This Committee was asked to approve the recommendations made by the Independent Remuneration Panel.

RESOLVED – That the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee recommends the City Council to approve the recommendations made by the Independent Remuneration Panel, as detailed within report ME.7/03, as regards Elected Members’ Travel and Subsistence arrangements.

CROS.88/03
VFM/PERFORMANCE REVIEW PARTNERSHIPS

The Audit Services Manager presented report FS.22/03 appraising Members of the outcome of the Review of Partnerships.  The purpose of the Review was to identify those partnerships in which the Authority was currently involved (in terms of both time and cost) in order to establish whether accountabilities and responsibilities were clear, and to suggest a set of guidelines and protocols for the future, namely:

1. It appeared that some confusion may exist as to the definition of “partnerships” and, after discussion with interested Officers and CMT, a definition (detailed at paragraph 3 of the report) had been agreed which Members were recommended to accept for future use in this Authority.

2. Under the Authority’s Financial Procedure Rules there was a need to ensure that the financial, legal and overall corporate governance arrangements relating to partnerships were maintained at a high standard.   Mr Beckett outlined proposals which, if adopted, would ensure compliance with the above requirements.

3. There was currently no central record of all Partnerships entered into by the authority and it was proposed that a central register should be maintained.

4. It was also considered important to develop a standard model set of guidelines for consideration for all future partnership agreements, together with standard documentation, details of which were provided.

5. Details of the process to be followed by the Accountable Officer who proposed to commit the authority to any partnership agreement were provided.

6. It was recommended that all Business Units should review existing partnership agreements using the agreed Risk Assessment.  Should there appear to be any significant areas of risk that had not been addressed, then these should be brought to the attention of the Audit Services Manager.

The Audit Manager and Town Clerk and Chief Executive then responded to Members’ questions.

RESOLVED – (1) That the report be noted and received.

(2) That, as a working definition for the Council’s purposes, a “Partnership” be defined as set out in paragraph 3 of report FS.22/03.

(3) That the Partnership Checklist, Risk Assessment and Guidelines be accepted as standard working documents.

(4) That a central Register of Partnerships should be maintained.

(5) That all Business Units should review existing Partnership Agreements using the agreed Risk Assessment.   If there appeared to be any significant areas of risk which had not been addressed, these should be brought to the attention of the Audit Services Manager. 

CROS.89/03
COUNTER FRAUD STRATEGY MONITORING OF PERFORMANCE
The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services submitted report RB.11/03 being the first report designed to monitor performance under the Council’s new Counter Fraud Strategy. 

Details of performance against targets for 2002/03 were provided which showed that overall targets had been exceeded.  The positive effect of that performance was that £200,000 per annum was to be released to fund other Council initiatives as part of the 2003/04 revised budget estimates.

As regards targets for 2003/04, then annual targets for prosecutions etc had been increased to reflect good performance the previous year.  However, annual targets for overpayment determinations remained the same since the number of overpayments were likely to reduce due to pension credits and the discontinuance of annual reviews for pensions. 

Members wished to congratulate the Head of Revenues and Benefits Services and those members of staff involved for the excellent performance achieved in most areas reported.

RESOLVED – That the report be noted.

[The meeting ended at 4.00 pm]

