CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

THURSDAY 19 OCTOBER 2006 AT 10.00 AM

PRESENT:

Councillor Stevenson (Chairman), Councillors Allison, Mrs Bradley, Earp (as substitute for Councillor Mrs Fisher), Lishman, Ms Quilter, Mrs Styth and Warwick

ALSO

PRESENT:
Councillor Jefferson (Finance and Performance Management Portfolio Holder)


Councillors Bloxham (Environment and Infrastructure Portfolio Holder) and Boaden (Chairman of the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee) attended part of the meeting 

CROS.96/06
APOLOGY FOR ABSENCE

An apology for absence was submitted on behalf of Councillor Mrs Fisher.

CROS.97/06
DECLARATION OF INTEREST

In accordance with the Council’s Code of Conduct, Councillor Stevenson (Chairman) reported that he had sought and received advice, the effect of which was that his business commitments may potentially give rise to a personal and prejudical interest occuring in respect of the Asset Review.

In those circumstances, Councillor Stevenson wished it to be formally placed on record that he was not in attendance at, nor had he taken any part in the Asset Review Workshop Session undertaken by the Committee on 5 October 2006.

CROS.98/06
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

A Member referred to discussion at the Committee meeting on 7 September 2006 (Minute CROS.94/06 refers) when Members had expressed disappointment that senior Officers were not in attendance to respond to questions within their respective service areas. 

Those concerns had been referred to the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee with the request that action be taken to ensure the attendance of senior Officers as appropriate at future meetings of the Committee.

The Member considered that that aspect may have more properly been directly addressed to the Town Clerk and Chief Executive in her capacity as head of the paid service.

The Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee responded that those concerns had indeed been considered by that Committee on 28 September 2006 when it had been resolved that the Chief Executive be asked to reinforce to Officers the need for adequate Officer representation at Overview and Scrutiny Committee meetings (Minute OSM.34/06 referred).

RESOLVED – That, subject to Members’ comments as detailed above, the Minutes of the meeting held on 7 September 2006 be noted.

CROS.99/06
CALL IN OF DECISIONS

There were no matters which had been the subject of call-in for consideration at this meeting.

CROS.100/06
WORK PROGRAMME

The  Head of Scrutiny, Mr Mallinson, presented the Work Programme for 2006/07 drawing attention to a reference from the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee which set out the process for engaging and involving Overview and Scrutiny in monitoring and scrutinising the Carlisle Renaissance Programme, and which Members could debate more fully later on the Agenda.

Mr Mallinson added that reports would be submitted to the Committee as follows –

· December 2006 – a report on the Rickergate area

· January 2007 – a report providing an overview of the overall Carlisle Renaissance project

· February 2007 (and quarterly thereafter) – a report on the NWDA Programme.

The Committee had undertaken a workshop session on the Asset Review on 5 October 2006.   A Member commented that the Committee had agreed that a further session should take place and questioned when a date would be forthcoming and included within the Committee’s work programme.

Mr Mallinson reminded Members that they had asked Officers to prepare a series of questions for submission to that future workshop session upon which Members would give a view for onward transmission to the Executive. Colleagues were working on that aspect and as soon as it was complete a date for the next session would be agreed.

Another Member stressed the need for a date to be agreed quickly for inclusion in Members’ diaries.

RESOLVED – That, subject to the issues raised above, the Work Programme be noted.

CROS.101/06
FORWARD PLAN – MONITORING OF ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

(a) The Head of Scrutiny presented report LDS.77/06 highlighting the Forward Plan (1 October 2006 – 31 January 2007) issues under the remit of the Committee.  

RESOLVED – That the Forward Plan (1 October 2006 to 31 January 2007) issues within the ambit of the Committee be noted.

(b)  RESOLVED – That it be noted that there were no items scheduled in the Forward Plan to be considered at the meeting which were not included on the Agenda.

CROS.102/06
REFERENCES FROM THE EXECUTIVE/OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 

(a) Carlisle Local Strategic Partnership - Constitution

There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.190/06 of the Executive on 29 August 2006 providing a more detailed response to matters raised by this Committee in a previous Minute in relation to the Carlisle Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) Constitution.

A Member noted that the Chairman of the Executive had reported that no body had a power of veto.  She said that, whilst true, that statement was slightly misleading since actions required the agreement of all those bodies involved in the LSP.

RESOLVED – That the position be noted.

(b) Transfer of City Council Land for the Carlisle Northern Development Route

There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.191/06 detailing the decision of the Executive on 29 August 2006 in response to resolutions made by this Committee regarding the Transfer of City Council Land for the Carlisle Northern Development Route.

The decision of the Executive was that the support of this Committee to the Executive’s own position on the issue be received.

RESOLVED – That the position be noted.

(c)  Carlisle Renaissance
There was submitted Minute Excerpt OSM.36/06 of the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee on 28 September 2006 setting out the following process for engaging and involving Overview and Scrutiny in monitoring and scrutinising the Carlisle Renaissance programme -

(a) Overview and monitoring of the overall Carlisle Renaissance project – Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee;

(b) NWDA Programme – by the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee on a quarterly basis;

(c) Development Framework and Movement Strategy – by the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee at every second meeting;

(d) Monitoring project delivery against outcomes – by the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee at appropriate stages of the individual projects;

(e) Economic Strategy – through a joint scrutiny arrangement between the Community and Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committees;

(f) Asset Review, Accommodation Review and development of projects – directed through the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee on a workshop basis.

A Member referred to her previous comments at CROS.98/06 above, and stressed once again that it was the routing of the various issues which was important.

RESOLVED – That the Committee’s involvement in the process for engaging and involving overview and scrutiny in monitoring and scrutinising the Carlisle Renaissance Programme be noted.

CROS.103/06
RESUBMITTED REPORT INTO BVPI PERFORMANCE RELATING TO EMPLOYEES WITH DISABILITIES AND FROM ETHNIC MINORITY BACKGROUNDS
Pursuant to Minute CROS.56/06, the Head of Personnel and Development Services, Mr Williams, presented report PPP.45/06 providing details of the Council’s performance for BVPI 16a (percentage of staff declaring that they have a disability) and 17a (percentage of staff declaring that they are from an ethnic minority background) over the past three years, and detailing action designed to improve performance.

The Committee had, at its September 2006 meeting, raised some issues and asked a number of questions which required answers to be supplied in writing.  It was therefore agreed that the report be resubmitted with additional material provided to respond to the issues/questions raised by Members.

Mr Williams then drew Members’ attention to the amended Action Plan attached at Appendix 1 to the report.

A Member recognised that Officers had undertaken a considerable amount of work on the matter in view of the results which could be achieved.

RESOLVED – That the updated report be noted and the amended Action Plan approved as a basis from which to drive improvement in performance in those areas.

CROS.104/06
PROGRESS REPORT ON SKILLS FOR LIFE STRATEGY

The Head of Personnel and Development Services, Mr Williams, presented report PPP.44/06 detailing progress on the Skills for Life Strategy.

Mr Williams reported that there had been full compliance to date with the principles underpinning the Strategy.  The Strategy’s Action Plan was re‑presented (at Appendix 1) including a column to show the good progress achieved to date.   There were, however, three areas of concern details of which were provided.

Information was also provided about the arrangements put in place by Community Services to deliver the pilot for Go‑Mo which was being undertaken with employees at Bousteads Grassing.

In conclusion, Mr Williams invited the Committee’s comments upon progress with the Strategy.

In considering the matter Members raised the following questions and observations:

(a) The Committee had on 7 September 2006 agreed to undertake a workshop session on the Skills for Life Strategy (Minute CROS.95/06 refers).  A Member stressed the importance of setting targets which were achievable and which staff could feel good about.  She considered that more detailed discussion of the matter was required and questioned whether Mr Williams’ report replaced the workshop session previously agreed.

Another Member said that, as she understood it, the Committee had wholeheartedly supported the Strategy but wished to be more fully informed about it.

Mr Williams replied that there was a debate to be had around target setting and Members were invited to do that.  The issue was whether to set targets around the Government’s identified need for all adults to achieve a Level 2 qualification by 2010 or take on board the fact that it would be an immense challenge for the Council and set targets accordingly.  It may, however, be appropriate for the Council to lead by example.

The Portfolio Holder for Environment and Infrastructure agreed that there was a need for greater knowledge.  He also referred to a very successful Open Day held on 18 October 2006 at Bousteads Grassing where he had been amazed at what was being done and the numbers of staff coming forward to participate.

It was agreed that a workshop session would be held upon the rising of the formal business of the Committee on 7 December 2006.

(b) A Member congratulated the Officer for what he considered was a very good document.   He did, however, feel that the target set by Government was unattainable and questioned the costs involved in the process.

He further referred to the recruitment difficulties currently being experienced in Planning and Environmental Services, and would be concerned if targets were set at degree level since that could preclude other staff who were capable of doing a perfectly good job.

Another Member considered a target of around 91% to be achievable.

(c) In response to a question, Mr Williams advised that the event referred to by the Portfolio Holder was the third such event which employees had been encouraged to attend with management support.  It was difficult to know how many of those who attended were from the primary target group and how many were more qualified and wanted to do better.

Four persons had indicated that they were prepared to become Union Learning Representatives which was pleasing.


Although Officers were very pleased with the event, progress achieved would need to be maintained if the Council was to get close to the targets.

RESOLVED – (1) That, subject to Members’ observations as detailed above, the Skills for Life Strategy be noted.

(2) That the Committee would undertake a workshop session on the Skills for Life Strategy on the rising of the formal meeting to be held on 7 December 2006.

CROS.105/06
CORPORATE PROCUREMENT UNIT – PROGRESS REPORT AND PROPOSED ACTION PLAN

The Development and Support Manager, Mr Mark, presented report FS.45/06 informing Members of progress being made by the Council’s Procurement Unit (CPU) over the financial year 2006-07.

The former devolved procurement function had been reviewed as part of the Council’s reorganisation agenda and centralised within the Corporate Services Directorate in April 2006.  The aim of the new structure was to achieve and harness Gershon savings (both cashable and non‑cashable) to formulate supplier arrangements and facilitate procurement activities throughout the Council.   The CPU did not in itself act as a central purchasing function, rather its objective was to create an environment in which each Directorate had the ability to utilise those contracts and arrangements created utilising electronic procurement methods which met the Government’s National Procurement Strategy requirements.

The Unit’s main initiative during the interim period had been focussed upon the formulation of an achievable Action Plan, the identification of an appropriate Project Team, analysis of Council procurement and expenditure, supplier analysis, the progression of the Cumbria Procurement Initiative (CPI) and the shared services agenda.

Details of the collaborative and shared service activities of the service throughout Cumbria were also provided.

Mr Mark then drew Members’ attention to an Action Plan (attached at Appendix 1 to his report) which incorporated comments of the Procurement Project Group.  The plan currently contained only a few specific timetables as that was highly dependent on the outcome of the shared service agenda, the availability of resources and the needs of all members of the CPI.  It did, however, contain a range of activities and projects, both Council and Cumbria wide specific, several of which had various economical, political and environmental implications.  Some would require consideration by senior management and elected Members at the appropriate stage.

Mr Mark would be attending an ACE event at Kendal later that day when initiatives would be discussed.

In considering the matter, Members raised the following questions and observations –

(a) A Member highlighted the potential for conflict to arise between procurement using local suppliers and sustainability, and procurement at the most cost‑effective price.  She questioned how that could be balanced and whether the Chamber of Commerce had given consideration to local businesses forming a consortium for example.

Mr Mark said that it would be very difficult to strike such a balance.  The Chamber of Commerce amongst others had made funding available and a study had been commissioned to look at such issues. 

(b) Political and economic decisions would require to be made which may cause tension between the various members of the Cumbria Procurement Initiative.  Political direction would come via the Cumbria Local Authorities Strategic Board (CLASB).

(c) A Member gave examples of action being taken by Cumbria County Council via procurement in residential homes to support local businesses.

(d) The Deputy Chief Executive stated that the Council could inadvertently disadvantage small businesses through its own financial procedures.  For example a low financial limit for formal tendering could make it difficult for small businesses due to the high cost of preparing a formal tender.

(e) The Portfolio Holder for Finance and Performance Management said that it was extremely difficult for small businesses to compete with large companies.  He considered that a ‘quality’ qualification was also required so that decisions were not based purely upon price.

RESOLVED – (1) That, subject to the issues raised by Members, the content of report FS.45/06 and the attached Activity Plan be noted.

(2) That the direction of the Procurement Working Group and further development of the Procurement Plan be approved.

(3) That the potential implications on the Cumbria supplier base and activities of the Centre for Regional Economic Development be noted.

CROS.106/06
CORPORATE RISK REGISTER

The Deputy Chief Executive, Dr Gooding, presented report CE.25/06 containing the latest quarterly update of the Council’s Corporate Risk Register.

Dr Gooding reported that any change in status of risk was shown by a symbol in the movement column.  Additionally, the Current Action Status/Control Strategy sections had been addressed and the scoring of certain risks amended accordingly.   Some new risks had been added to the Register and those would be considered, and control strategies developed, prior to the next report.

The Committee was asked to consider and comment on the updated Corporate Risk Register and identify any emerging risks for consideration by the Corporate Risk Management Group.

Discussion arose, during which Members raised the following questions and observations – 

(a) Members questioned why in future amendments to the Corporate Risk Register would be reported to the Audit Committee, rather than the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

Dr Gooding replied that responsibility for risk management was included within the Audit Committee’s Terms of Reference which had been agreed by Council on 2 May 2006.   

The Head of Scrutiny added that that course of action had been a recommendation of the Audit Commission.  However, scrutiny would have a role at project level to ensure that projects coming forward all had risks attached.

A Member referred to the Committee’s performance management role, commenting that the Corporate Risk Register could continue to come forward as part of that.

In response Dr Gooding felt that the Committee could not undertake its performance management role without information on corporate risk and therefore at the very least Members should have the opportunity to look at the Corporate Risk Register and provide input thereto.

(b) Dr Gooding accepted a comment that more information could have been provided at item 1 – Carlisle Renaissance.    The Corporate Risk Management Group considered that there had been no movement in that area and therefore the responsible Officer had not been asked for an update.  That point would, in future, be taken on board.

(c) The Corporate Risk Management Group is required to make a judgement on the various levels of risk and a degree of subjectivity is therefore unavoidable.

(d) Members expressed surprise that the status of risk attached to no. 7 – Flue Pandemic had moved down, particularly bearing in mind the recent presentation to the City Council on the matter.  Members considered the potential risk to be real and were concerned to ensure that the Council was well prepared to deal with such a scenario if/when it did occur.

In response Dr Gooding advised that the likelihood had reduced in September 2006 as the risk was no longer considered imminent and that plans were in place to cope therewith.

(e) Members noted that Senior Management Team was to be advised of the low rate of return from Managers returning Job Evaluation forms and questioned the reasons for that (risk no. 2 – Pay and Workforce Strategy refers).

Dr Gooding explained that Job Evaluation operated in two blocks i.e. the National Joint Council Scheme would measure jobs below SO2, whilst the Hay Scheme would be used for the PO grades and SO grades also covered by the NJC evaluation scheme.

The Head of Personnel and Development Services added the deadline for the return of forms had passed and he was now looking at steps to address the situation.  Pressure on Managers may be one reason for the failure to return forms by the due date.   

Dr Gooding had written to Managers on the matter.

(f) Referring to risk no. 3 – Financial Reporting, the Director of Corporate Services advised that the audit of the accounts for 2005/06 had not been signed off by the 30 September 2006 deadline.  One uncertainty remained following resolution of which the audit would be signed off.

RESOLVED – (1) That, subject to the issues identified by Members as detailed above, the updated Corporate Risk Register be endorsed.

(2) That the Committee had a responsibility to scrutinise risk as part of its performance management role and would continue to consider reports on the Corporate Risk Register at future meetings.

CROS.107/06
CORPORATE PERFORMANCE MONITORING REPORT, 2ND REPORT TO SEPTEMBER 2006
The Head of Policy and Performance Services, Ms Curr, presented report PPP.47/06 outlining the City Council’s performance for the period to September 2006 for the areas covered by the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

In addition, details of performance regarding BV12 (days sick per member of staff) were tabled which showed that performance in that area was on target and improving.

Much of the information contained within the report was on an exception basis.  However, some areas of good performance had also been highlighted.

Ms Curr drew Members’ attention to the recommendations contained within her report which were more robust as a result of improvements to the information presented.  The need for improved profiling around the year end remained and Officers were working towards that. Comparative information between the current and previous years’ performance could also be added.

The Head of Revenues and Benefits was present at the meeting and explained the reason for the deteriorating trend in BV79bi (amount of housing benefit overpayments recovered as % of recoverable overpayments) and BV79bii (housing benefit overpayments recovered as % of total amount plus debt outstanding at start of period).

Discussion arose, during which Members made the following observations –

(a) A Member considered that BV79bi and bii were unfair on the Council since performance relative to housing benefit overpayments very much depended upon the actions of those persons making the claims and their ability to repay such overpayments.

Another Member added that it would have been useful if an indication of the significance and scale of the problem for the Council had been provided.

Ms Curr replied that such information had been included in the report which would be submitted to the Executive as there had been more time to do so.

(b) In response to a query on the deteriorating trend in respect of LP 306 (% of performance indicator data submitted on time to Policy and Performance), the Deputy Chief Executive explained that the timescales for producing the report had been extremely challenging and that Managers had to devote considerable time to Job Evaluation.

Ms Curr undertook to include explanations for deteriorating trends within future reports.

(c) Members noted the improving trend in respect of BV12 (days sick per member of staff) and that the achievement of 8.02 (the predicted year 06/07 figure) would place the Council within the top quartile for both national and Exeter benchmarking.

They considered the improvement to be an important achievement for the Council and wished to convey formal congratulations to Managers and staff in that regard.

RESOLVED – (1) That, subject to the issues raised by Members as detailed above, the improved content and presentation of performance information be welcomed.

(2) That the formal congratulations of the Committee be conveyed to Managers and staff for the improvement in performance achieved at BV12 (days sick per member of staff).

CROS.108/06
WORKSHOP SESSION – SHARED SERVICES
The Chairman indicated that the Committee would take a short break, following which Members would undertake a Workshop Session on Shared Services facilitated by the Deputy Chief Executive.

[The meeting ended at 11.17 am]

