CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

THURSDAY 25 NOVEMBER 2004 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor Guest (Chairman), Councillors Mrs Bradley, Glover, Jefferson, Joscelyne, Mrs Prest, Ms Quilter and Mrs Styth.

ALSO

PRESENT:

Councillor Mrs Geddes (Portfolio Holder for Corporate Resources)


CROS.175/04
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

There were no apologies for absence.

CROS.176/04
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest affecting the business to be transacted.

Members expressed a need for guidance on whether they required to make declarations of interest in certain circumstances.  For example, if a Member had declared an interest in a particular matter in Committee did they then require to repeat that declaration at full Council?

The Legal Services Manager was in attendance and advised that the Member would not require to repeat their declaration unless the matter was the subject of debate at the City Council.   Members were welcome to approach himself or any member of the Legal Services Unit for advice on specific questions.   In addition, the Legal Services Bulletin could include examples of adjudications which had been to the Standards Board.

Mr Lambert stressed, however, that Members must adhere to the Code of Conduct and it was ultimately a matter for the individual as to whether they declared an interest or not.

CROS.177/04
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETINGS

The Minutes of the meetings held on 5 and 14 October, and 4 November 2004 were agreed as a correct record of the meetings and signed by the Chairman.

CROS.178/04
CALL-IN OF DECISIONS

Councillors Mrs Prest, Joscelyne and Jefferson had called in for scrutiny Executive Decision EX.223/04 dealing with Broadband for Members.

The decision in EX.223/04 was that Broadband for Members be considered as part of the 2005/06 Budget process.

The reasons given by the Members for the call-in were –

1. That the Executive’s envisaged criteria by which Broadband may be offered to Members be explained;

2. That detailed comparison costs be put forward; and

3. Any pilot scheme be commenced as soon as possible prior to the Budget process and the participants should be ordinary Members of the Council.

Copies of the following documentation had been circulated to the Committee prior to the meeting –

· Minute Excerpt EX.223/04 (circulated at Agenda item A.4)

· Minute Excerpt EX.188/04 and report of the Head of Customer and Information Services CIS.02/04 which had been considered by the Committee at its meeting on 14 October 2004 (by way of background information).

A Member began by commending the Executive for its forward looking decision that broadband for Members be considered as part of the 2005/06 Budget process.   

He then outlined in detail the reasons for the call-in.   Although the proposed pilot scheme, which would allow feedback prior to broadband being extended to the remainder of the Council was welcomed, it was restricted and did not take into account back bench Members who made great use of their computers and needed a better service to fulfil their constituency roles.  He also pointed out that broadband would not solve the problems that some Members had been experiencing with their IT equipment.

The Member calculated the cost of including additional Members to the pilot to be approximately £300 per Member.

Another Member requested clarification of the costs involved in the provision of broadband, the current Budget for Members’ IT Service and why the pilot could not commence now.

In response the Head of Customer and Information Services indicated that the cost would be £240 per annum, plus £50 per annum anti-virus, making a total of around £300 per Member per year (that being an annual cost).  He further confirmed that an Officer had raised the matter at the Independent Remuneration Panel, and the Panel had indicated that it wished to see the outcome of the pilot scheme, including associated costs, before considering rolling out the programme to additional Members.   There would not be any cost to Members taking part in the pilot scheme.   He undertook to provide a written response as regards the budget for IT.

Various Members then commented that the pilot should include a cross-section of Council Members and should be commenced as soon as possible.

In response, the Corporate Resources Portfolio Holder explained that as a result of her research costs were variable.

The criteria used in recommending people for the proposed pilot was done on perceived usage, i.e. those persons who downloaded large documents and amounts of information on a regular basis were the people who did most work in the building (as opposed to in Wards).  She considered that the pilot would be done fairly if offered to Executive Members, Leaders of Political Groups and Chairmen of Overview and Scrutiny Committees.  That would also ensure cross-Party input.  However, if the Committee could justify differing criteria then she would be happy to look at that.

Referring to the costs, the Portfolio Holder stated that other Local Authorities within the County were looking at the provision of broadband for their Members.   Allerdale had undertaken a 4 Member pilot, Eden a pilot consisting of 5 Members out of 36.  That cost £129 per annum, £420 line rental and approximately £160 per annum call charges dependant upon usage.

By way of background information the Portfolio Holder commented that broadband was part of the Government’s national E-Government Strategy and it was a priority for the Council to look at supporting new ways of working e.g. at home or away from the office base, on line, e-mail, teleworking, and access to remote working for all staff who satisfied the Home Working Policy.

The Portfolio Holder then made reference to The Cumbria Broadband Initiative, a scheme to link all Councils in Cumbria, the plan being to enable broadband connection to be available by the Summer of 2005.  She was committed to the provision of broadband to Members, but it required to be done in the best possible way.

Many Members had broadband connection in their homes, paid for by themselves.  They would, however, have security problems in linking into the system of the Authority and work was ongoing to overcome those.

Northumbria County Council had all Members on broadband without having undertaken a pilot scheme.  That had been done over a period of time as broadband became available in their area and had now been running for two years.  On the information available it was cost effective - £500 per annum per Member and £9,000 to create a central base.

Mr Nutley stressed that undertaking a pilot was about using a small group to test it and iron out problems before the programme was launched.  If the pilot was extended, as suggested, to say 15 Members then it would be necessary to manage those 15 with all the associated problems.  That would result in a more difficult larger scale exercise.

The Portfolio Holder added that research showed that other Local Authorities had used 4/5 Members in such pilots.

A Member stressed the importance of the provision of broadband being piloted first of all.  The objection was that the Executive was taking up all places on the pilot and there was no room for anyone in the larger Political Groups.

In considering an appropriate way forward the Member moved that the matter be referred back to the Executive as follows –

(a) The Executive should decide how many places to allocate to the pilot scheme;

(b) those places to be decided proportionally to the total number of Members on the Council; and

(c) Political Groups would then nominate their share of the Members.

As regards the timing of the pilot, the Portfolio Holder suggested that it could not start before the Budget bid on broadband had been agreed because, if that bid was unsuccessful, what would be the point of undertaking a pilot.

In response, Members believed that the preliminary work on the provision of broadband could be done and the pilot should commence as soon as possible.

RESOLVED – That the issue of Broadband for Members be referred back to the Executive for reconsideration, together with the comments of this Committee as set out above and the following suggestion -

(a) The Executive should decide how may places to allocate to the pilot scheme;

(b) Those places to be decided proportionally to the total number of Members on the Council; and

(c) Political Groups would then nominate their share of the Members.

CROS.179/04
WORK PROGRAMME

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented the work programme for 2004/05 and highlighted the following matters –

· An update on the Customer Contact Centre would come forward to the January meeting of the Committee; and

· Dr Gooding would give a presentation to Members on the Gershon Report also to that meeting.

RESOLVED – That the work programme be noted.

CROS.180/04
MONITORING OF FORWARD PLAN ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented report LDS.53/04 highlighting issues within the ambit of this Committee included within the Forward Plan of Executive Decisions for the period 1 December 2004 to 31 March 2005.

Mr Mallinson then explained the current status of each item.

The Chairman made reference to the fact that, as a result of the Executive holding a special meeting to deal with the initial consideration of the Budget, Overview and Scrutiny meetings had needed to be re-arranged and this Committee had considered the Budget reports prior to the Community and Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committees.    He expressed the hope that it would be corrected so that this Committee would, as planned, meet last in order that input from the service Overview and Scrutiny Committees could be taken into account when scrutinising the Budget.

RESOLVED – (1) That the report be noted.

(2) That the Head of Legal and Democratic Services be requested to ensure that the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee meets after the Community and Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committees in future years when considering the initial Budget proposals.

CROS.181/04
REFERENCE FROM THE EXECUTIVE

There was submitted Minute Excerpt EX.223/04 detailing the decision of the Executive in response to comments of this Committee on the matter of Broadband for Members.   

The matter had been considered earlier in the meeting (Minute CROS.178/04   refers).

CROS.182/04
CORPORATE JOINT CONSULTATIVE MEETINGS

There was submitted the Minutes of the Carlisle City Council/Trades Union Bi‑Monthly Corporate Joint Consultative meetings held on 11 August and 13 October 2004.

In response to a Member’s question concerning CJC 34/04 – Employment Act 2002 (Dispute Resolution) Regs 2004, the Head of Member Support and Employee Services advised that the interim measures were in place pending the full implementation of the national pay agreement.  During that process most of our negotiated policies and procedures would be jointly reviewed with the Trade Unions.  The order of events would be agreed with Trade Unions by March 2005 by when we would know for how long the interim measures would need to stay in place.

RESOLVED – That the Minutes be noted.

CROS.183/04 
CORPORATE PERFORMANCE MONITORING – APRIL – SEPTEMBER 2004
The Acting Town Clerk and Chief Executive submitted Report CE.32/04 being the first Corporate Performance Monitoring Report of the City Council for April to September 2004. 

In addition to providing the twelve Business Units’ Performance Monitoring reports for April to September 2004 the report identified how well, or not, the Council was performing against the key priorities of the Corporate Plan.

The report also gave Members the opportunity to monitor and analyse performance indicators for the period and to consider the Performance Monitoring Reports of the Business Units.

A Member commented on the cost of producing the report in colour and that some Members had received more than one copy.  He questioned the new photocopiers’ capability for duplexing which would help reduce printing costs.

In response, the Head of Strategic and Performance Services advised that colour had been used to make it easier for Members to identify the differing aspects.  The cost had not been appreciated, but alternative options were being considered for the future.   Ms Mooney stated that action would be taken to ensure that in future Members received one copy which they would retain for use at the various meetings.   The Head of Customer and Information Services added that new machines would have enhanced collating and finishing options which assist in reducing printing costs.

Members then raised various questions and made the following comments and observations on the report –

A Member referred to page 5 of the report (Areas to Improve) and requested more information as regards points 3 (Gershon Review), 4 (Best Value) and 5 (Project Management).  

Ms Mooney advised that Dr Gooding, Executive Director, would be undertaking a presentation to Members on Gershon and would also send them updated information received from the ODPM.  

Referring to the Best Value Review Programme, The Head of Strategic and Performance Services responded that it was included in Business Plans to be completed by the end of this financial year.

As regards Project Management, Dr Gooding stated that CMT had agreed with him that Prince 2 should be the standard methodology used.  He would be reporting to CMT on Monday to obtain views on how that should be taken forward.

A Member added that ordinary Members had difficulty with the size and language in the Gershon Report.  He did appreciate, however, that Dr Gooding would be bringing forward a presentation on the matter.    Ms Mooney felt that there was now a need to move away from the Gershon Report.   The more urgent agenda for the Council would be to identify savings and how they would be achieved.  It may be useful to have an awareness seminar on what the Council required to do in the future.   A Member further stressed the importance of keeping the Committee up‑to‑date and ensuring that Members were aware of their responsibilities.

Referring to Business Process Re-engineering, a Member noted that the authority had recently gone through a restructuring exercise.  She questioned whether there was a willingness to undertake that again and, indeed, the necessary capacity.  The use of consultants, at vast expense, should be avoided.

Dr Gooding explained that although Business Process Re-engineering could result in reorganisation, it was principally about finding more effective ways of doing things.   If it did mean a restructure he believed that was what should be done.  Dr Gooding would be against the use of consultants, believing that Managers should undertake the necessary work.

Members questioned how the 2½% efficiency savings would be made and how the front line services which required further investment would be identified.  They believed that it was important that if reductions were made in certain areas they were worthwhile with the money being wisely reinvested and that Members should be fully involved in the process.  

In response, Ms Mooney advised that it would be part of performance management.  Each Business Unit would be looking for savings following which an overall structured view would be taken.  Half of the 2½% required to be cashable.   The four key priorities within the Corporate Plan would be key to identifying where the money should go.  Ms Mooney undertook to keep Members informed.

Dr Gooding added that the idea of the Gershon review was that it should result in a better performing Council.  ODPM guidance made it clear that savings were to be reinvested within this Council.

In response to a Member’s question regarding High Priority 3 – Broadband (page 7 refers), the Head of Customer and Information Services advised that the report should have said continued support for the initiative.

A Member questioned the position as regards BV12 – Days sick per member of staff.   The Head of Member Support and Employee Services advised that the situation was improving although the Council was unlikely to hit the target without new initiatives.   A pilot on the use of Occupational Health was about to commence, together with a new partnership with Trades Unions to explore ways of dealing with the issues.

A Member referred to page 63 of the report and sought more information on the creation of a new post.   The Head of Finance advised that the Unit was being restructured slightly to take account of the additional demands placed on it by the tighter final accounts closedown timetable, increased corporate governance and reporting requirements, and improved budget monitoring procedures.  The matter had been through the Staffing Forum but the post had not yet been filled.

Referring to Key Challenge 7 – Achieve Excellence in Financial Services (page 64 refers) a Member questioned the implications for Officers/Members.  Mrs Brown advised that it had been introduced by CIPFA and was a significant piece of work.   She understood that the Audit Commission would use the Excellence Model on the CPA process.

Referring to page 69 of the report, a Member questioned whether the Committee Management Information System had been installed and the training to be provided.  The Legal Services Manager responded that the system had been installed and the Committee Services staff had received initial training.  Training for Members and Officers would be rolled out as appropriate.

Referring to page 81 of the report, a Member expressed concern at the statement “A great deal of the Health and Safety Manager’s time is being devoted to reacting to (often local) issues and incidents including dealing with the Authority’s current insurance claims………”.  He questioned whether that was an appropriate use of the Officer’s position.  Mr Williams explained that the aspect that the Manager was investigating was of a technical nature and therefore was justified.  The position was being reviewed to ascertain whether things could be done differently and with a view to freeing up more of the Officer’s time.

Members further expressed concern at the possibility that insurance claims may be coming from the public as well as from staff and commented that a presentation on the Health and Safety Manager's role would be helpful.  Mr Williams replied that Health and Safety externally was the primary responsibility of another Business Unit, but that the Health and Safety Manager was able to contribute.

Also on page 81 a Member asked whether exit interviews were undertaken to ascertain why staff were leaving the Authority.  She also noted that 54 people had been processed through the Criminal Records Bureau and questioned whether that was done by the Council, the staffing implications and how long it took.   Mr Williams stated that the Authority did seek feedback from leavers which was used to inform future practices and, as regards the latter point, he would respond to the Member in writing.

Referring to page 93 of the report, a Member asked when the Review of Economic Assets would be forthcoming.  The Head of Property Services advised that the Review had begun.  A workshop would be held in February/March next and outside assistance had been obtained to help get it back on track.

A Member congratulated Mr Atkinson for progress achieved in submitting an application for Asset Management Beacon Status through the central Government Scheme.

Referring to page 94 of the report – the commercial estate, a Member asked whether there was a shortage  of available units.  Mr Atkinson confirmed that to be the case.

As regards page 104, a Member noted that there was a significant resource requirement inherent in meeting the Council’s equalities obligations.  He questioned whether sufficient priority was being given to that.  In response, the Head of Strategic and Performance Services indicated that she had personally taken a lead on that and considered that to be so.  Two members of her Unit were going through thorough training to become expert on the matter, and in addition expertise existed within Member Support and Employee Services.

RESOLVED – (1) That, subject to the issues raised above by the Committee, the first of the new Corporate Performance Monitoring Reports for the period April to September 2004 be noted.

(2) That the Head of Member Support and Employee Services respond in writing to the Member’s question concerning the Criminal Records Bureau.

(3) That the Head of Member Support and Employee Services arrange for a presentation on the role of the Health and Safety Manager to be given to Members.

The meeting adjourned at 3.44 pm and reconvened at 3.47 pm.

CROS.184/04
REVENUES AND BENEFITS BEST VALUE REVIEW

The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services presented report RB.7/04 updating Members on work undertaken in progressing the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services in the period 1 July 2004 – 30 September 2004.  He also drew attention to an amended Paper 2, copies of which had been circulated to Members prior to the meeting.

The aim of the Review was to turn a ‘good’ performing Revenues and Benefits Service into an excellent service.  That would be measured by effectiveness and efficiency of service delivery and taking account of customer satisfaction and its contribution to the broader aims of the Council.

As set out in the scope and work plan agreed by Committee on 1 April 2004, Members were requested to scrutinise investigations undertaken, findings and proposed action (and timetable) to improve service delivery in the following areas:

(i)
Forms, Publicity and Written Correspondence
Paper 1

(ii)
HB/CTB performance standards 2nd Review
Paper 2

(iii)
Analysing effectiveness of Recovery Methods
Paper 3

(iv)
Homeworking Issues to be addressed

Paper 4

Mr Mason and Mrs Turner (Benefits Manager) then gave individual presentations on those papers.  

Copies of the following documentation were tabled –

· The presentation slides relative to Forms, Publicity and Written Correspondence;

· Sample claim form for Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit;

· Sample Benefit Decision Notices;

· Sample Information Leaflets;

· The presentation slides relative to the Strategy for Continuous Improvement;

· The presentation slides relative to Homeworking.

Members were invited to take copies of the sample documentation and submit any comments to Officers.

The action Plan detailed at Appendix A to the report had been updated to include required actions to progress service improvements as detailed in the above papers, and to advise on progress on actions agreed by Committee.  It was, however, a working document and was being updated on a daily basis in response to any progress made on the Best Value agenda for service improvement.

Referring to Paper 4 - Homeworking, a Member asked whether other Business Unit Heads had taken an interest with a view to extending it to their respective Units.  He considered that it may assist essential staff, particularly at times of inclement weather conditions.

In response, Mr Mason stressed that homeworking was not flexible working and a raft of issues, including health and safety, had to be addressed.  The initiative could be extended but many Business Units had a long way to go before that would be realistic.

A Member referred to the 16 December 2004 deadline for the submission of a bid and questioned whether the money would still be available if the Council wanted to do it next year.  Mr Mason replied that it was for improvements to Benefits administration.  A pilot would be undertaken followed by preparation of a business case.

A Member added that homeworking fitted in very well with the challenges of diversity and equality, in response to which the Head of Strategic and Performance Services stated that it could be incorporated into the Council’s Diversity Policy.

In response to a Member’s question, Mrs Turner advised that there were more than enough members of staff who had indicated a wish to volunteer for homeworking.

Referring to Paper 1 – Improving forms, publicity and written correspondence a Member commented that the Decision Notice was much clearer than the previous one.  She suggested the use of Franklin Gothic font which, although smaller, remained clear.

Referring to Paper 3 – Strategy for Continuous Improvement in Revenues Collection and Recovery, Members wished it placed on record that they accepted Mr Mason’s report and approved the measures to be introduced to increase collection performance.

Members were also given an update on progress against the Housing Benefit/Council Tax Benefit Performance Standards (Paper 2) which was accepted.

Members then congratulated Mr Mason and his staff on action taken to date.

RESOLVED – That, subject to the above Members’ comments, report RB.7/04 and the proposals contained therein be accepted.

[The meeting ended at 4.43 pm]

