
EXCERPT FROM THE MINUTES OF THE

EXECUTIVE

HELD ON 20 FEBRUARY 2006


EX.038/06
CUMBRIA STRATEGIC WASTE PARTNERSHIP - SCRUTINY (Non-Key Decision)

(Councillor Mrs E Mallinson, having declared a personal interest in accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct, presented the views of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee on this item.)

Portfolio
Environment, Housing, Infrastructure and Transport

Subject Matter

A Minute Excerpt from the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee of 26 January 2006, together with a copy of a report of the Cumbria Scrutiny Network Waste Management Group on the Cumbria Strategic Waste Partnership was submitted.

The Scrutiny report had arisen as a result of serious concerns expressed by the Audit Commission about the rate and nature of progress on strategic waste matters in Cumbria and the fact that partnership working inevitably risked becoming less accountable to the individual Authorities.

From an initial evidence session and background research, the Working Group had concluded that the Partnership was not yet providing the necessary impetus or co-ordination essential for the implementation of the recommendations made by the Audit Commission.

The views of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee were submitted for consideration.  The Chairman of that Committee reported that there were concerns that the Cumbria Scrutiny Network Report was not based upon up to date information from the Audit Commission.

Councillor Bloxham submitted the following response to the recommendations of the Cumbria Scrutiny Network:-

- The Partnership

Recommendation:  'We are not convinced that the partnership is currently fit for purpose.  Although some members of the CSWP are clearly committed to pursuing the work of the partnership, the contribution from the authorities around the County is uneven and inconsistent.  The remedy must consist both of greater leadership at the centre of the partnership and a committed contribution from all members of the partnership.  We urge each local authority to reconsider what contribution is required from it to ensure the success of the partnership'.

Response:  It is acknowledged that the Partnership is still at an early stage in its development.  The Partnership's 'Terms of Reference' were last considered in January 2005 and a lot of water has passed under the bridge since then.  In light of the Cumbria Scrutiny Network's report, the Cumbria Strategic Waste Partnership (CSWP) will be asked at its next meeting to re-visit those terms of reference, its modus operandi, its executive powers (where appropriate) and its specific remit.

- Waste Strategy

Recommendation:  'We believe that the overall direction of waste work in the county is inadequately defined.  If the partnership is to oversee a move towards a truly integrated approach to waste management, there must be a more detailed strategic plan with targets, timetables and clear responsibilities.  We believe that it should be a top priority of the partnership to develop a strategy as quickly as possible'.

Response:  The CSWP has committed itself to producing a 'short to medium' term strategy which will detail waste reduction measures and responsibilities prior to the proposed new waste treatment plants coming 'on-stream'.  It is suggested that in the short to medium term, most of the waste reduction measures will be delivered by the Waste Collection Authorities.  As a result, the key issues for the strategy to address will be 'challenging but realistic targets for the reduction of waste and diversion from landfill' and the funding (both capital and revenue) of such measures.  It will be incumbent on the CSWP to identify sufficient resources to enable the strategy to be produced.

- Public Face and Accountability

Recommendation:  'The CSWP must address the information flows about its work.  At present, relatively little information is fed back to elected Members around the County.  Indeed, this was one of the reasons for this scrutiny group being set up.  Further, with no waste strategy and no annual report produced, the accountability of the partnership is very limited.  This issue will become more important still if the partnership finds ways of becoming more autonomous in its work'.

Response:  The Minutes of the CSWP meetings are now a standing agenda item on meetings of the Executive.

- Resources

Recommendation:  'We urge Cumbria County Council and all the District Councils of Cumbria to make waste a priority and look to fund and staff the work of the partnership adequately.  Further, the CSWP should examine the potential for employing dedicated staff to enable more rapid progress with the partnership's work'.

Response:  It is acknowledged that the issue of adequately resourcing the CSWP Partnership is a priority for the CSWP.  To date the County Council has chaired and administered the CSWP.  However, it is acknowledged that the key task of servicing and leading the CSWP has not been as effective as it could be.  The issue of dedicated staff for the CSWP will be considered as part of the review of the CSWP's terms of reference.

Recommendation:  'Although we appreciate that it may prove difficult, we urge the partnership to examine mechanisms to make the partnership more autonomous.  Ideally, only the most important, strategic decisions should need to be ratified by the individual authorities'.

Response:  As with other recommendations, it is proposed that this issue will be considered by the review of the CSWP's terms of reference.

- Pace of Progress

Recommendation:  'It is difficult to overstate the practical, financial and political threats that waste management poses.  The partnership must take ownership of Cumbria's waste problem and provide the drive and leadership necessary to secure the change of pace required'.

Response:  Despite the justified criticism of the CSWP highlighted by this report, it should be acknowledged that the Cumbrian authorities have made significant progress in diverting household waste from landfill (e.g. the amount of household waste recycled across the county is higher than the national average).  Despite the absence of a documented strategy, this progress is likely to be maintained across all the Cumbrian authorities.

- Minimisation Focus

Recommendation:  'The partnership must start pursuing waste minimisation measures and messages throughout the County'.

Response:  The proposed 'Alternate Week Collection' system should be seen in the context of waste minimisation.  It should also be noted that most (but not all) of the Cumbrian authorities are considering similar initiatives.

Summary of Options Rejected

None

DECISION

That the response of Councillor Bloxham, who represents the City Council on the Cumbria Strategic Waste Partnership, be forwarded to the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

Reasons for Decision

To respond to the Minute Excerpt of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee.







