OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

THURSDAY 26 APRIL 2007 AT 10.00 AM

PRESENT:
Councillor Earp (Chairman), Councillors Allison, Boaden, Dodd, Ms Martlew (substitute for Cllr Bradley) Mrs Rutherford, and Stockdale

OSM.07/07
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

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

OSM.08/07
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest in relation to any items on the Agenda.

OSM.09/07
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

RESOLVED – That the Minutes of the meeting held on 1 February 2007 be signed by the Chairman as a correct record of the meeting.

OSM.10/07
FORWARD PLAN

(a) Monitoring of and changes to the Forward Plan.

The Head of Scrutiny Services (Mr Mallinson) presented Report LDS.38/07 informing Members of changes to the Executive Forward Plans for 1 February 2007 to 31 May 2007, 1 March to 30 June 2007 and 1 April 2007 to 31 July 2007.

Mr Mallinson reported that a member had requested further information regarding the transfer of City Council land for the Carlisle Northern Development Route.  He stated that the Council was still awaiting the decision of the Secretary of State and that the final decision would be taken to Council in May 2007.

RESOLVED – That the changes to the Executive’s Forward Plans for 1 February 2007 to 31 May 2007, 1 March to 30 June 2007 and 1 April 2007 to 31 July 2007 be noted.

(b) Forward Plan of Executive Decisions – 1 May 2007 to 31 August 2007

RESOLVED – That the Forward Plan of Executive Decisions for 1 May 2007 to 31 August 2007 be noted.

OSM.11/07
ANNUAL REPORT OF THE OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEES 2006/07

The Head of Scrutiny Services (Mr Mallinson) presented the Annual Report of the Overview and Scrutiny Committees for 2006/07 (Report OS.06/07).

In presenting the report Mr Mallinson highlighted the following:

(a)
New Chairmen – There had been three new committee chairmen in 2006/07 and this proved helpful in regenerating the way Overview and Scrutiny had worked.  Some of the new chairmen had undertaken training with the IDeA and for INLOGOV and this had proved useful.  It was hoped that chairmen in the next municipal year would also take part in the training.

(b)
Officer Support - A full time Officer had been employed, half time as a Scrutiny Support Officer and half time as a Policy Officer in the Policy and Performance Services section.  This would both replace the scrutiny post recently vacated by Lesley Dixon and provide a development opportunity in the Policy Team.

(c)
Networking and Joint Activity – The Cumbria Joint Scrutiny Overview Group was meeting every six months and had established three task and finish groups to undertake joint scrutiny on Strategic Waste Disposal, Local Area Agreement and Parking Policy.

In response to Members’ questions Mr Mallinson stated that the Joint Scrutiny Overview Group identified areas of work and established Task and Finish Groups, to which each Authority nominated a representative, to co-ordinate the work.  The Strategic Waste Task and Finish Group had proved to be very productive and would meet again in twelve months to monitor the outcome of the recommendations made.  The Local Area Agreement Task and Finish Group had been set up to investigate how scrutiny of Local Area Agreements could be taken forward on a strategic level.  The next Task and Finish Group would look at the Parking Policy and would be completed in a short timescale.

(d)
Holding the Executive to Account – More work needed to be carried out in encouraging Overview and Scrutiny Members to question Portfolio Holders on areas of their responsibility at meetings.  However, care had to be taken over the difference between Policy matters and Operational matters.  Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny had successfully questioned Portfolio Holders as part of the budget process. The Chairmen and Members of the Committees and the Portfolio Holders themselves would have to prepare thoroughly for any meeting of this type.

(e)
Improvement Reviews – Improvement Reviews had superseded the Best Value Reviews.  One of the problematic areas of improvement review activity used to be effective Member engagement.  However experience with Best Value Reviews had shown that this had been addressed successfully by the reviews being carried out by Overview and Scrutiny Committees.

(f)
Subject Reviews/Inquiries – This was the most important aspect of Overview and Scrutiny.  In order that these potentially time consuming reviews did not dominate their workload, and the resources available, each Committee sets its priorities and usually undertakes only one such review at a time.  Scrutiny continued to do this work well.

(g)
Call ins – There had been one decision called in during 2006/07.  This was by the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny on the Asset Review.  The call in was withdrawn before proceeding to a formal meeting as the Executive agreed that its decision would not be actioned until the Committee had first had the opportunity to scrutinise and comment upon it.

(h)
Overview and Scrutiny Improvement Plan – Progress with the Improvement Plan had been good, with the majority of actions being addressed within the eighteen months since it was agreed.  A Task and Finish Group was working on a protocol for relations between Scrutiny and the Executive, which was one of the key recommendations of Dr Snape’s review.  Joint informal meetings between Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee and Executive Members had been established but the format and content needed to be developed further before they became productive. 

Dr Snape would be invited back to the Authority in the coming year to review the Council’s progress and to provide a follow up training session.

In considering the report, Members made the following comments and observations:

a)
In response to a Member’s question Mr Mallinson stated that the Leader, Deputy Leader, Chair and Vice Chair of the Overview and Scrutiny Management, the Town Clerk and Chief Executive and himself made up the Protocol Task and Finish Group.

b)
Officer support to Overview and Scrutiny was very important and it was good news that the vacancy had been filled.  However Members must be aware that the vacancy is back filling the time that Mr Mallinson had to spend on Emergency Planning.  A more detailed look at Overview and Scrutiny support should take place in the coming year.

c)
Serious concerns were raised regarding the outcome of the Asset Review.  Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny and had spent a large amount of time undertaking the Asset Review and the Executive’s decision had pre-empted the work they had undertaken.

d)
It was good news that Dr Snape was being invited back to the Authority but concerns were raised that the Executive Overview and Scrutiny protocol was still not completed and that the progress of the joint work between Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee and the Executive was not yet working well.  It was suggested that more understanding of each other’s roles would help.

e)
A Member raised concerns regarding the attendance of Portfolio Holders at Overview and Scrutiny Committees and asked if there could be a more structured approach to the agenda and holding Portfolio Holders accountable.

Mr Mallinson responded that the protocol was designed to take that matter forward and that he would look into a more structured way of questioning Portfolio Holders.  Both Portfolio Holders and Overview and Scrutiny Committees need to put more work into preparing for Overview and Scrutiny Committees so that when the opportunity to question Portfolio Holders arises it is used to its full potential.

A Member had attended a meeting in Manchester where the Portfolio Holder answered the questions from members of the Committee and members of the public and the officer was only in attendance to provide background information if needed.

Mr Mallinson stated that Overview and Scrutiny still wanted to see most if not all officers reports going to Executive and they need to move away from this.  Some improvement has been made through Task and Finish Groups, workshops and informal presentations as these all encouraged a more open debate.  The structure and size of agendas could assist and also help encourage the questioning of Portfolio Holders.

A Member stated that if Portfolio Holders were held to account it would give them the opportunity to outline any obstacles or problems and so could become a good two-way discussion.

RESOLVED – (1)
That the Annual report of the Overview and Scrutiny Committees for 2006/07 be welcomed.

(2)
That the Head of Scrutiny Services and the Overview and Scrutiny Support Officer be thanked for their hard work and professionalism throughout the year which had contributed to a year of effective development of the Overview and Scrutiny function within the Council.

(3)
That the Committee looks forward to Dr Snape’s return visit to the Authority

(4)
That the Committee expresses concern that Overview and Scrutiny role had been circumvented in the Asset Review. 

OSM.12/07
CUMBRIA COUNTY JOINT SCRUTINY OVERVIEW GROUP

The minutes of the Cumbria County Joint Scrutiny Overview Group on 3 April 2007 were submitted.

A Member asked where the resources to underpin the Group would come from as the Group had scope for important and useful work.

Mr Mallinson stated that if the County Council’s bid for unitary status was not successful each Authority should budget for a collective post to support the Group.

RESOLVED – That the minutes of the Cumbria County Joint Scrutiny Overview Group on 3 April 2007 be noted.

OSM.13/07
CUMBRIA COUNTY JOINT SCRUTINY OVERVIEW GROUP

RESOLVED – That the Chairman and Vice Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee be nominated as member and substitute respectively to represent the Council on the Cumbria County Joint Scrutiny Overview Group.

OSM.14/07
CHAIRMAN’S COMMENTS

The Chairman commented that this was the last meeting of the Committee for the current municipal year.  He thanked all members of the Committee, the Head of Scrutiny, the Committee Clerks for all their work in supporting the Committee.  He highlighted the role of Councillor Dodd who would be stepping down as a City Councillor in May 2007.

(Meeting ended 11.00am)

