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Executive Summary

1.
Background

This report presents the findings of an evaluation of the overview and scrutiny  (O&S) arrangements of Carlisle City Council undertaken by Dr Stephanie Snape of the Local Government Centre, Warwick Business School.  The fieldwork for the evaluation was completed in March 2005.

Carlisle City Council is the northern most district of Cumbria County.  At the 2001 census the population of the district was 100,700.  The Council itself had a net revenue budget of £14.6 million in 2003/04 and employs 829 people.  The Council received a ranking of ‘Good’ in the October 2004 CPA report.  Politically, the council is a ‘no overall control’ authority, although the Conservative group has formed an administration with the support of the Liberal Democrat group (who, however, do not participate in this administration).  

The Council has had to manage a period of significant external and internal change over the last few years.  Cumbria was particularly badly hit by the foot and mouth crisis and subsequently in January 2005 had to manage a major flooding incident.  There have also been internal changes, with a reorganisation of the internal management of the Council and new political management arrangements.  The Council adopted a cabinet and leader executive system in 2001.  The Executive Committee consists of the Leader plus five other executive members.  All are drawn from the Conservative group.  

The overview and scrutiny arrangements comprise three overview and scrutiny committees and an overview and scrutiny management committee.  The three main overview and scrutiny committees each comprise eight councillors and are politically balanced.  The chairmanships and vice-chairmanships are ‘shared’ between the three main parties.  The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee largely comprises the chairmen of the three main committees plus other overview and scrutiny members.  Direct officer support for the four committees is provided by a direct support unit of two members of staff.  Support is also provided from Legal and Democratic Services in the form of committee clerking and from the wider officer organisation for particular reviews.

2.
The Evaluation

The overall aim of the evaluation was:

‘To review the overview and scrutiny arrangements at Carlisle City Council in order to identify key achievements, remaining challenges and to provide recommendations for further improvement’.

The evaluation also sought to identify members’ and officers’ views and attitudes towards O&S; to analyse the factors which supported effective scrutiny and the barriers to effective scrutiny; and, compared Carlisle’s progress to those of other councils and more generally to the ‘national picture’.   The fieldwork took place in October 2004 and then in March 2005.  A range of methods were used, including analysis of key documents, observation of the three main overview & scrutiny committees, interviews and focus groups with key members and officers.  (For more information on the evaluation approach, see Section 2 of the main report).

3.
General Findings from the Evaluation


A Picture of Uneven Progress & Achievement

There is evidence that the overview and scrutiny function has developed and ‘bedded down’ since its introduction in 2001.  A number of interviewees (members and officers) argued that progress had been made over the four year period.  However, the main finding of the evaluation is that overview and scrutiny has developed unevenly; there is a mixed picture of progress and achievement.  The principal aspects of this ‘unevenness’ include: mixed effectiveness of the four committees; varying leadership of overview & scrutiny; differential executive and officer responsiveness; and good work on certain O&S roles but neglect of others. 

The pattern of unevenness is also demonstrated in the key strengths and weaknesses of the O&S arrangements identified during the evaluation process.  Key strengths include a particularly effective Community O&S Committee, some good in-depth policy review work, the creation of a non-partisan environment and a knowledgeable and skilled direct officer support unit.  The key weaknesses include: uneven chairing, maintaining a committee mode of working, a problematic relationship to the executive and the need to develop a more outward focus for the work of the committees.

Carlisle ‘Off the Pace’ of National Developments

The authority is ambitious to be a ‘leading edge’ authority in terms of overview & scrutiny.  However, although there are elements of good practice, the authority’s overview and scrutiny arrangements could not – in the experience of the evaluator - be described as ‘in line with national best practice’.  Some of the work in the area of in-depth policy reviews comes closest to national good practice but in other areas (such as capturing the added value of scrutiny, moving away from the traditional committee mode, engaging the public) the authority is currently markedly removed from ‘national best practice’.  
4.
Achievements of Carlisle’s Overview & Scrutiny Function

Carlisle can point to a number of achievements in the development of its O&S function:

· Bedding Down of the System.  It is clear from the evidence captured during the evaluation that the O&S function at Carlisle has ‘bedded down’ and developed in a number of important ways since its inception. In particular, interviewees argued that members’ understanding of O&S had deepened over time.  

· O&S Roles.  Carlisle has worked well to develop a good approach to undertaking in-depth policy reviews.  A notable example is the Foot & Mouth review.  And, the authority has also developed a system for best value reviews which gives a meaningful, clear role to the O&S committees.  

· Scrutiny Structures & Processes.  The structure for O&S is essentially sound.  The formal remits for the O&S Committees are clearly set out in the Council’s Constitution.  There is evidence, also, that the authority is beginning to recognise the strengths of using ‘task and finish’ working groups, in addition to the work of the formal committees.  In terms of scrutiny processes, the evaluation found good scrutiny management work being undertaken by the scrutiny support unit, allied to some valuable paperwork/proformas being devised by the same unit (for example, the annual work programmes).  

· Member Involvement.  There is evidence of some good, skilled chairing.  In all the Committees many members were proactive in shaping discussions and asked insightful questions.  Members are also clearly committed to making O&S work.  And, in general, members have also been successful in developing effective cross-party working.  

· Officer Support. To support the work of their new O&S function, the City Council created a direct officer support unit.  This is a significant strength of the current arrangements and has made a very important contribution to the current achievements of the O&S function.  

· Public, Partner & Media Engagement.  In terms of public, partner and media engagement, the O&S committees have undertaken a number of reviews which have involved outside contributions, in particular from partner agencies.  A number of these have attracted media attention.

· Scrutiny Outputs.  The committees have now produced a number of reports and very many recommendations.  The Council has also produced an Annual Report of the Overview & Scrutiny Committees since the introduction of new political structures.  This is also a significant ‘output’ from the scrutiny process.  

5.
Key Challenges & Proposed Solutions

Section 5 outlines the challenges identified from the evaluation process and proposes solutions to these weaknesses or problem areas.  The main challenges identified are as follows:

· Chairing of Overview & Scrutiny Committees.  The evaluation identified significant weaknesses with the chairing arrangements of the committees.  Leadership positions outside of chairing the formal standing committees could also be developed, including chairing of task and finish groups and member champions for particular issues.
· Moving out of Traditional Committee Mode.  One key finding of the observation of O&S committee meetings was that often – though varying between committees - committees were operating in traditional service committee mode.  Some of the documentation unfortunately supports the continuation of this traditional committee culture; as does the physical environment in which the committees operate.
· Re-considering the Role Profile.  It is a key finding of the evaluation that Carlisle needs to re-consider its role profile in order to ensure that: certain neglected roles are addressed; roles are related to realistic work programmes and Committee agendas; and the opportunities presented by emergent roles are maximised.

· Relating to the Executive.  Carlisle is experiencing a common problem amongst local authorities; an inadequate and problematic relationship between O&S and the Executive.  Executive members at Carlisle are clearly relating to O&S in different ways.  And, there is palpable frustration from O&S members that recommendations and reports are too often being ‘noted’. 

· Engaging Public, Partners & Media.  The work in Carlisle regarding engaging the public, partners and the media is limited.  In particular, the public is not engaged in the work of O&S.  Nor is the role of the media in engaging the public being proactively pursued.  

· Officer Support to O&S.  It is the independent view of the evaluator that the level of direct officer support is no longer sufficient for the current needs of the function.  Certainly, the existing level of support would not be able to deliver the report’s proposed improvements.

· Capturing Outputs & Outcomes of O&S.  Although the Council can point to a series of O&S reports and recommendations, and to its Annual Report, many authorities are now developing systems for more systematically capturing the ‘added value’ of O&S.  Unless the Council also produces such mechanisms it is in danger of falling significantly behind national developments.

· Lack of Substantive Role for O&S Management Committee.  Currently the O&S Management Committee has a narrow, limited role.  Given the challenges facing O&S and the experience of the members of the Committee such a limited role is a missed opportunity.  
A summary of the report’s recommendations is provided at Section 7.  It is also recommended that an Improvement Plan is drawn up by the authority to take forward this report’s recommendations.  
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1.
Introduction

This report presents the findings of an evaluation of the overview and scrutiny arrangements of Carlisle City Council undertaken by Dr Stephanie Snape of the Local Government Centre, Warwick Business School.  The fieldwork for the evaluation was completed in March 2005.

Carlisle City Council is the northern most district of Cumbria County, with borders with Scotland and Northumberland to the north and east, Allerdale and the Solway Firth to the west and the Lake District to the south.  Carlisle itself is a historic City comprising the largest settlement in the Council’s area (68% of the authority’s population lives within the City).  There are a number of smaller market towns and larger villages, including Brampton and Wetheral.  There is also a significant rural hinterland.  At the 2001 census the population of the district was 100,700.

The Council itself had a net revenue budget of £14.6million in 2003/04 and employs 829 people.  The Council transferred its housing stock in December 2002 to a housing association through a large scale voluntary transfer agreement.  At the same time, the Council transferred the delivery of its leisure services to a leisure trust.  

Politically, the council is a ‘no overall control’ authority, although the Conservative group has formed an administration with the support of the Liberal Democrat group (who, however, do not participate in this administration).  The City Council has 52 councillors in total, representing twenty-two wards.  The composition of the Council after the 2004 election was as follows: Conservative 20; Labour 24; Liberal Democrats 7; Independent, 1. The Labour and Liberal Democrat councillors dominate the urban wards of the City; in contrast the Conservatives dominate the wards of the rural hinterland.  

The Council has also had to manage a period of significant external and internal change over the last few years.  Cumbria was particularly badly hit by the foot and mouth crisis and subsequently in January 2005 had to manage a major flooding incident, in which the civic centre itself was flooded.  There have also been internal changes.  A newly appointed chief executive undertook a fundamental re-structuring of the organisation, principally along the lines of an ‘executive directors with heads of service’ framework.  In 2004 this chief executive left to take up the vacant chief executive position at the County.  For awhile one of the executive directors ‘acted up’ until she was appointed to the post in March 2005.

Internal change in recent years has also included change in the political control of the authority and, necessarily, in its political management arrangements.  The Conservatives formed their first administration in 1999 after a long period of Labour control.  The Council also adopted a cabinet and leader executive system in 2001.  The Executive Committee consists of the Leader plus five other executive members.  All are drawn from the Conservative group.  The quasi-judicial arrangements include a standards committee, a development control committee and a licensing and regulatory panel.  There is, of course, a full council.  

The overview and scrutiny arrangements comprise three overview and scrutiny committees and an overview and scrutiny management committee.  Their roles and remits, drawn from the Council’s Constitution, are set out below.  

Committee
Scope/Details

Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee


To fulfil all the functions of an overview and scrutiny committee as they relate to Community Activities, Health and Wellbeing and Culture and Recreation.

Corporate Resources 
To fulfil all the functions of an overview and scrutiny committee as they relate to Corporate Resources, Finance and Best Value.

Infrastructure Overview & Scrutiny Committee
To fulfil all the functions of an overview and scrutiny committee as they relate to Economic Prosperity and Infrastructure Environment and Transport.

General role.  Within their terms of reference, overview and scrutiny committees will:

(i)
review and/or scrutinise decisions made or actions taken in connection with the discharge of any of the Council’s functions;

(ii)
make reports and/or recommendations to the full Council and/or the executive and/or any joint or area committee in connection with the discharge of any functions;

(iii)
consider any matter affecting the area or its inhabitants; and

(iv)
exercise the right to call-in, for reconsideration, decisions made but not yet implemented by the executive and/or any area committees.

Specific functions
(a)
Policy development and review. Overview and scrutiny  committees may:

(i)
assist the Council and the executive in the development of its budget and policy framework by in-depth analysis of policy issues;

(ii)
conduct research, community and other consultation in the analysis of policy issues and possible options;

(iii)
consider and implement mechanisms to encourage and enhance community participation in the development of policy options;

(iv)
question members of the executive and committees and chief officers about their views on issues and proposals affecting the area; 

(v)
liaise with other external organisations operating in the area, whether national, regional or local, to ensure that the interests of local people are enhanced by collaborative working; and

(vi)
carry out Best Value Reviews of the Council's services within their areas of responsibility as directed by the overview and scrutiny management committee and make recommendations to the executive and the Council.

(b)
Scrutiny. Overview and scrutiny committees may:

(i)
review and scrutinise the decisions made by and performance of the executive and/or committees and Council officers both in relation to individual decisions and over time;

(ii)
review and scrutinise the performance of the Council in relation to its policy objectives, performance targets and/or particular service areas;

(iii)
question members of the executive and/or committees and chief officers about their decisions and performance, whether generally in comparison with service plans and targets over a period of time, or in relation to particular decisions, initiatives or projects;

(iv)
make recommendations to the executive and/or appropriate committee and/or Council arising from the outcome of the scrutiny process;

(v)
review and scrutinise the performance of other public bodies in the area and invite reports from them by requesting them to address the overview and scrutiny committee and local people about their activities and performance; and

(vi)
question and gather evidence from any person (with their consent)….

Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee

(Drawn from Part 4 of the Constitution)


(i) 
To approve an annual overview and scrutiny work programme, including the programme of any sub-committees it appoints, to ensure that there is efficient use of the committees' and sub-committees’ time, and that the potential for duplication of effort is minimised.

(ii)
Where matters fall within the remit of more than one overview and scrutiny committee or sub-committee, to determine which of them will assume responsibility for any particular issue, and to resolve any issues of dispute between overview and scrutiny committees.

(iii)
To receive requests from the executive and/or the full Council for reports from overview and scrutiny committees and to allocate them if appropriate to one or more overview and scrutiny committees.

(iv)
To put in place and maintain a system to ensure that referrals from overview and scrutiny to the executive, either by way of report or for reconsideration are managed efficiently and do not exceed the limits set out in this Constitution.

(v)
At the request of the executive, to make decisions about the priority of referrals made in the event of reports to the executive exceeding limits in this Constitution, or if the volume of such reports creates difficulty for the management of executive business or jeopardises the efficient running of Council business

The three main overview and scrutiny committees each comprise eight councillors and are politically balanced, with three Conservatives, 4 Labour and 1 Liberal Democrat member.  The chairmanships and vice-chairmanships are ‘shared’ between the three main parties.  The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee largely comprises the chairmen of the three main committees plus other overview and scrutiny members (again, it is politically balanced).  The committees meet on a six weekly cycle.  Direct officer support for the four committees is provided by a direct support unit of two members of staff (comprising 1.6 FTE).  Support is also provided from Legal and Democratic Services in the form of committee clerking and from the wider officer organisation for particular reviews.

In terms of the City Council’s formal commitment to overview and scrutiny it is useful to refer to the City Council’s Corporate Plan for 2004-2007, Creating a Brighter Future.  Scrutiny is included in two places within the Corporate Plan: within the list of Council values; and as part of one of five Council priorities (couched as ‘promises’).  The Plan sets out eight core values ‘which underpin everything Carlisle City Council does’.  Overview & scrutiny can legitimately claim to have a significant bearing on the following two:

· ‘Being an Open and Accountable Organisation.  We will give our public comprehensive information wherever possible and accept responsibility for our actions.

· Managing Effectively.  Our organisation will be characterised by clear leadership, informed decision-making, robust scrutiny and an honest appraisal of risk’.

(Corporate Plan, 2004, p.8).

Further, priority (or promise) 5 is to ‘provide sound Council management’.  This priority has five component objectives.  Objective 3 (CM3) is ‘to improve decision-making’.  This is explained as follows: 

‘The Council will continue to ensure that decisions are made on the basis of appropriate, timely factual information and a risk management approach.  The Council’s Overview and Scrutiny Committees will continue to play a key role in developing the Council’s approach in these areas and will continue to evolve in line with national best practice’ (Corporate Plan, 2004, p.20).

This objective has four ‘measures of success’; the fourth (CM3.4) reads, ‘continue to develop Overview & Scrutiny function in line with best practice’ (ibid).  

The City’s community strategy, Carlisle’s City Vision, also includes a key priority which is closely related to the work of O&S.  One of the five themes of the strategy is ‘Communities’, which has the following key priority:

‘To ensure we effectively act upon the views of the people of Carlisle, involve our communities more actively in decision-making in the city area and improve voter turn out at elections’ (2002, p.8).

Experience elsewhere is testament to the role that O&S can play in ‘involv[ing] our community more actively in decision-making’.  O&S can contribute significantly to an authority’s work on community engagement and involvement, if the function is sufficiently outwardly focused.

The overview and scrutiny arrangements have not, to date, been subject to external evaluation to test whether these high level aspirations have been achieved.  However, the political management arrangements of the authority were reviewed as part of the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) process, in which the authority was awarded a ranking of ‘Good’ in October 2004.  Only brief mention is made of the overview and scrutiny function in the CPA report, which is reproduced in full below.

Comprehensive Performance Assessment (Autumn 2004):

Comments relating to Overview & Scrutiny

‘Para 38.  Overview and scrutiny has been set up to provide both challenge and policy development support to the executive.  Whilst this role is not yet fully understood and embedded, there are some early examples of engagement of overview and scrutiny in monitoring service delivery, driving best value reviews and challenging the executive…[P]olitical modernisation has resulted in some ward councillors, who are neither executive members or members of overview and scrutiny, feeling disenfranchised and divorced from the main decision-making structures of the council.’

2.
The Evaluation Approach


Aims & Objectives

The overall aim of the evaluation is:

‘To review the overview and scrutiny arrangements at Carlisle City Council in order to identify key achievements, remaining challenges and to provide recommendations for further improvement’.

The specific objectives of the evaluation are to:

· Identify members’ and officers’ views and attitudes towards O&S  

· Identify the key achievements of O&S in Carlisle

· Analyse the factors which have supported effective scrutiny

· Identify the barriers to effective scrutiny

· Compare Carlisle’s progress to the key medium to long term challenges facing scrutiny councillors and officers nationally as identified by the author

· Compare Carlisle’s progress to those of other councils and more generally to the ‘national picture’

· Identify the remaining challenges and problem areas

· Propose solutions to these challenges

Consequently the evaluation was to be both summative (i.e. passing a judgement on the achievements of O&S to date) and formative or responsive (i.e. making proposals for improvements to scrutiny).   

Evaluation Methods

The following methods were adopted to gather evidence:

· One to one in-depth semi-structured interviews with all four chairmen of the overview & scrutiny committees, a executive member, the head of scrutiny and his scrutiny officer and the two opposition leaders (one is a chairman);

· A joint interview with the chief executive and the remaining executive director;

· One focus group with members of the overview and scrutiny committees; another with officers from Legal & Democratic Services; and a third with officers drawn from a range of services, all of whom had some contact with the overview and scrutiny process;

· Observation of all three main overview and scrutiny committees, their briefing sessions and full meetings;

· Document analysis of key written material such as scrutiny reports, minutes and agendas, annual report, executive responses and general council documents such as the Corporate Plan and the City-wide community strategy.

Overall, the above methods worked well, with two exceptions.  The attendance at the focus groups for members of overview and scrutiny committees was not sufficient to be able to draw conclusions in general about the views of all overview and scrutiny committee members.   (Resources were not sufficient to undertake a survey of members, which might have addressed this problem although this too would have depended upon a good response rate). Secondly, only one executive member was interviewed, rather than the planned-for two.  However, the evaluation work undertaken still represents a robust review of the overview and scrutiny arrangements at Carlisle.

The fieldwork took place in October 2004 and then in March 2005.  This gap in the fieldwork was initially due to the illness of the evaluator and then was postponed significantly due to the flooding incident.  Such delays may well explain the slightly lower attendance at the member focus group than expected.

Analysis of the Findings & Making A Judgment

Findings from the interviews, focus groups, observation and document analysis all feed into the process of data analysis and, eventually, of drawing general conclusions about the arrangements at Carlisle.  One aspect of this process of data analysis is considering the views and opinions of the members and officers interviewed.    

However, the extensive knowledge and expertise of the author is crucial to the process of ultimately ‘making a judgment’ about Carlisle’s arrangements.  There is no one perfect blueprint for overview and scrutiny (O&S); diversity and experimentation remains, thankfully, a key element of local government O&S.  And, currently, there are no externally accredited performance indicators or ‘benchmarks’ for O&S.
  This all reaffirms the importance of the knowledge and expertise of the evaluator assessing O&S.

3.
General Findings from the Evaluation


A Picture of Uneven Progress & Achievement

There is evidence that the overview and scrutiny function has developed and ‘bedded down’ since its introduction in 2001.  A number of interviewees (members and officers) argued that progress had been made over the four year period, as the quotes below demonstrate.

‘We are going in the right direction…We are getting more confident’.

‘I think we’ve achieved a lot’.

‘A year ago I would have said we were very underdeveloped in our approach to scrutiny…But we are maturing and developing’.

‘It has improved in some ways…the way the committees work has improved’.



However, the main finding of the evaluation is that overview and scrutiny has developed unevenly; there is a mixed picture of progress and achievement.  Although substantive achievements can be identified, significant weaknesses and challenges also remain.  And whilst some interviewees were upbeat about the developments in the function, others expressed disappointment that more progress had not been made.

The key strengths and weaknesses of the O&S arrangements are detailed in Table 1 overleaf.  The eight key strengths include a particularly effective Community O&S Committee, some good in-depth policy review work, the creation of a non-partisan environment and a knowledgeable and skilled direct officer support unit.  The eight key weaknesses represent a significant challenge to the further development of the O&S function.  They include: uneven chairing, maintaining a committee mode of working, a problematic relationship to the executive and the need to develop a more outward focus for the work of the committees.

Some of the principal aspects to this pattern of ‘unevenness’ are described below:

· Mixed Effectiveness of the four Overview & Scrutiny Committees.  From observation of the three main committees and interview data it is evident that the O&S committees are performing differentially.  Many interviewees pointed to the effectiveness of the Community O&S Committee in particular.  This was supported by observation of the October 2004 meeting.  The Infrastructure O&S Committee also has strengths, demonstrating has elements of effective scrutiny processes but is not performing at the level of the Community Committee.  The Corporate Resources Committee is struggling to build an effective approach to fulfilling its role.  Lastly, the O&S Management Committee has currently a highly limited role.

Table 1:  The Eight Key Strengths & Weaknesses 

of Overview & Scrutiny in Carlisle

Eight Key Strengths


Eight Key Weaknesses

1. Evidence of ‘bedding down’ of O&S system

2. Some good in-depth subject review work undertaken

3. Clear role in best value reviews 

4. Structure generally appropriate (although Management Committee has a limited role)

5. Some good chairing (in particular Community O&S)

6. Evidence of good debates in O&S Committees, good member questioning skills & member commitment

7. Generally, absence of party political point-scoring

8. Knowledgeable & skilled direct officer support unit


1. Chairing of O&S committees ‘uneven’

2. Committees too often working in ‘traditional service committee mode’

3. Existing role profile needs development

4. Problematic relationship between Executive & Overview & Scrutiny Committees

5. Need to develop an outward focus to the work of O&S, through greater engagement of public & partners 

6. Insufficient direct officer support 

7. Absence of a systematic approach to capturing outputs and outcomes of O&S

8. Lack of substantive role for O&S Management Committee



· Varying Leadership for Overview & Scrutiny.  Although the varying effectiveness of the committees can be explained by a number of factors – including the ‘attractiveness’ of the different committees’ remits to members, the differing response of executive members – the leadership provided by the chairmen is of particular importance.  An effective O&S chairman can be a powerful catalyst for building a successful, cohesive committee.  However, the effectiveness of the leadership of the Corporate Resources Committee has been significantly undermined by the current incapacitation of the chairman.  And, although the chairman for Infrastructure has an excellent knowledge of the necessary requirements for successful scrutiny and has very good scrutiny chairing skills, her effectiveness is substantially undermined by the need to excuse herself for certain items in meetings due to her position as an executive member on the County.  

· Executive Responsiveness.  Executive members have also approached their relationship to O&S in different ways.  Some have attempted to be supportive of O&S, whilst others appear to have sought to avoid developing a relationship with the relevant O&S committees.  

· Officer Responsiveness.  It is also evident from observation of meetings, interview data and document analysis that officers within the business units have responded in varying ways to O&S; some have been more willing and keen to embrace O&S than others.

· Good Work on Certain O&S Roles – Neglect of Others.  There has been some good work undertaken by the O&S committees, in particular work on in-depth policy reviews.  However, other roles, such as substantively holding the executive to account or developing a role within the improvement process have been relatively neglected.

It should be emphasised that this pattern of unevenness is neither surprising nor unique to Carlisle.  The creation and development of overview & scrutiny arrangements represents a real challenge to authorities, who were often comfortable and familiar with the previous decentralised, committee based system of decision-making.  And, after all, this system had been in place for over 100 years in local government.  Executive systems, and in particular O&S, represent a significant experiment.  It is very much the norm that authorities have some O&S committees working well whilst others struggle, and that committees emphasise certain O&S roles over others.

Such a pattern of uneven development can also be explained by the turbulence of the external and internal environment of the authority.  Within a short number of years the Council has had to adapt to the environmental disasters of foot and mouth and flooding, a change in political control, new political management arrangements and radical changes in the senior management and organisation of the authority.  In addition, all local authorities are struggling to cope with the avalanche of prescription, exhortation and guidance issuing from the centre.  Such turbulence is not conducive to the development of any new institutional form, least of all O&S which challenges many political and organisational norms in local government.

Carlisle ‘Off the Pace’ of National Developments

However, simply accepting such unevenness is not normally an option for an ambitious authority.  Indeed, Carlisle has set itself high aspirations for its O&S function.  And although there are elements of good practice, the authority’s overview and scrutiny arrangements could not – in the experience of the evaluator - be described as ‘in line with national best practice’.  Some of the work in the area of in-depth policy review work comes closest to national good practice but in other areas (such as capturing the added value of scrutiny, moving away from the traditional committee mode, engaging the public) the authority is currently markedly removed from ‘national best practice’.  In terms of a ‘summative’ judgment of O&S at Carlisle the authority is not achieving its objective ‘to improve decision-making’ as it relates to O&S and the measure of success CM3.4 (‘continue to develop Overview & Scrutiny in line with best practice’) is not being met.  Nor is the function fully ‘robust’ (in line with Corporate Plan values) or an effective vehicle for community engagement and involvement.  There is also a real danger that unless substantive action is taken to address the current weaknesses within the function that the authority will move even further ‘off the pace’ of national developments.  Good practice in O&S is developing constantly and whilst establishing effective arrangements is a challenge for many authorities, increasing numbers are ‘learning from doing’ and from developments in other councils, to continuously improve their own arrangements.

4.
Achievements of Carlisle’s Overview & Scrutiny Function

The participants in an experimental programme often overlook its (and their) achievements because their focus is on improving and working the programme itself.  This is particularly dangerous for O&S because it is often criticised on the very grounds that it produces no palpable achievements or impact.

And, Carlisle can point to a number of achievements in the development of its O&S function.  These are detailed below and summarised in Table 2.


Bedding Down of the O&S Function

It is clear from the evidence captured during the evaluation that the O&S function at Carlisle has ‘bedded down’ and developed in a number of important ways since its inception. In particular, interviewees argued that members’ understanding of O&S had deepened over time.  Whilst a number of members commented that in the first year the committees had been subject to a marked degree of party political point scoring, this had declined considerably.  And, officers within business units had a clearer awareness of O&S and some were taking more care to tailor their information to the needs of the function.  Some interviewees argued that some executive members were developing a more collaborative approach with O&S.  This ‘learning by doing’ has been a feature in a number of councils.   

Table 2:  Achievements & Strengths of Carlisle’s Approach

Key Issues
Details

Bedding Down of System & Understanding of Role
· Evidence that system has ‘bedded down’ to an extent since its introduction in 2001

· Greater understanding of O&S role apparent

Role of O&S
· Some good work on in-depth policy reviews

· Clear role in best value reviews

Scrutiny Structure &  Processes
· Appropriate Structure for O&S (with the exception of the Management Committee which lacks a substantive role)

· Right size for committees

· Appropriate remits for the three main O&S committees

· Beginning to see strengths of using task and finish working groups

· Good project management work being undertaken by the scrutiny support unit

· Some good paperwork devised by O&S support unit

Members
· Some good, skilled chairing

· Some good debates & evidence of good questioning skills from O&S members

· Good attendance

· Member commitment to O&S

· Generally, non-partisan

· Community O&S Committee provides excellent model for member involvement & leadership

Officer Support
· Creation of a dedicated support unit

· Good mix of skills & experience

· Good leadership from Head of Unit

Public, Partner & Media Engagement
· Some good work on engaging partners through policy review work 

Scrutiny Outputs
· A number of reports have been produced to date
· An Annual O&S report is produced


Roles for Overview & Scrutiny

In terms of roles for overview and scrutiny, the O&S committees have undertaken some good work on in-depth subject reviews.  As one member commented, ‘the review based work I think goes well’.  It was also clear from interviews that members had enjoyed the in-depth policy reviews which had involved outside bodies; as another member argued ‘the most successful ones have been the ones with outside interest’.  This is in line with findings from national research; which clearly indicates that members find the in-depth policy review work satisfying.  It can have the advantage of allowing members to investigate below the surface, involving work with other partner bodies and sometimes public engagement.  It is also highly evidence-based. 

To date the O&S function has undertaken or is in the process of completing 12 in-depth policy reviews (see list below).  Interviewees were particularly complimentary about the following investigations: foot and mouth; local transport; concessionary fares; environmental performance of the council; and evening & night-time economy.

In-depth Subject Reviews



Community O&S Committee

· Smart Cards

· Theatre/Arts Centre

· Post Foot & Mouth Environmental Health Impacts

· Evening & Night-time Economy (joint task group with Infrastructure)



Infrastructure O&S Committee

· Dog fouling
· Environmental Performance of the Council
· Streetworks
· Tourism
· Transport/Modal Balance in Carlisle

· Abandoned vehicles



Corporate Resources O&S Committee

· Area working
· Industrial Estates Policy 


The authority has also developed a system for best value reviews which gives a meaningful, clear role to the O&S committees.  The O&S Management Committee allocates each Best Value (BV) review to a particular committee.  Each committee is then responsible for oversight of the review.  Once completed the BV Review produces an Improvement Plan which is monitored by the Committee.  The O&S Annual Report for 2003/04 stated that: ‘one of the problematic areas of BV Reviews used to be effective member engagement; experience to date shows that this has been addressed successfully by BV Reviews being done by Overview and Scrutiny Committees’ (p.5).  The evaluator would concur with this conclusion.

Scrutiny Structures & Processes

Overall the O&S structure is sound.  Three is a good number of O&S committees for a district council to operate and resource.  Although there is evidence of duplication and overlap between the three main committees this is manageable.  And, the size of the committees is appropriate; 8 members provide a sufficiently small number to develop a cohesive team but enough to ensure substantive debate and diversity of skills and experience.  

The formal remits for the O&S Committees are clearly set out in the Council’s Constitution (in Article 6 and Part 4).  These reflect good practice in terms of scope and phrasing.  Helpfully, Part 4 also sets out the full list of policy and operational areas covered by each of the three main committees.

There is evidence, also, that the authority is beginning to recognise the strengths of using ‘task and finish’ working groups, in addition to the work of the formal committees.  The task force examining the night-time economy received particular praise from both members and officers and provides a useful model for such working.  Other evidence of experimentation in scrutiny structures and processes is provided by recent work on waste minimisation where three members of the Infrastructure O&S Committee were asked to join an officer working group examining this issue.

 In terms of scrutiny processes, the evaluation found good scrutiny management work being undertaken by the scrutiny support unit, allied to some valuable paperwork/proformas being devised by the same unit.  In particular, the scrutiny support officers have made a clear attempt to organise the work of the main committees in annual work programmes.  These work programmes usefully categorise work items into the following:

· Best Value Reviews

· Monitoring BV Action Plans

· Performance Monitoring

· Subject Reviews/Inquiries

· Reports Requested

· References from Executive, Management Committee & Consultations

· (There are also some specific categories for particular committees e.g. Council Budget & Audit Committee Matters for the Corporate Resources O&S Committee).

The proforma for the work programmes is very good.  And, the Council also demonstrates good practice by attaching these annual work programmes (with necessary revisions) to each O&S committee agenda.  

Similarly, ensuring that relevant forward plan items go to each meeting is good practice.  And, the proforma for these (revised with input from O& S committees) is good also, although perhaps more information on the nature of these key decisions would be useful.

Member Involvement

There are a number of strengths to the O&S system in terms of member involvement.  There is evidence of some good, skilled chairing.  There was universal praise for the chairman of the Community O&S Committee, who was described by one interviewee as follows: ‘He is the best chair…he gains the most respect from the Executive’.  Certainly on observation of the October 2004 Community O&S Committee meeting, the evaluator was impressed by the chairing skills of the chairman.  He was assertive and firm, giving direction where necessary but also encouraging an inclusive debate.  He was also not overly reliant on the officers present.  He appears to have facilitated the development of a good, cohesive team (all but one member actively participated in the discussions).  The Committee also benefits from a number of high calibre members who are proactively shape debates.   This Committee, perhaps, has the most ‘appetising’ and attractive remit of all three main committees; which undoubtedly helps in encouraging an active committee.  

The Chairman of the Infrastructure Committee is also a strong chair, with good chairing skills.  In particular, she has a good understanding of the needs of O&S, is authoritative and firm in keeping the Committee focused on the main issues to consider; and is clear in summing up and shaping recommendations.  She has a more authoritative style than the Chairman for Community, whose style is perhaps more facilitative.  On observing the Committee it appears to be less cohesive than the Community Committee.  (Unfortunately, as already discussed the very real strengths of the Chairman are undermined by conflicts of interest arising from her position as a County Council executive member).

In all the Committees many members were proactive in shaping discussions and asked insightful questions.  Many of these questions and the ensuing discussion would have added value to the documents under discussion or the policy areas being reviewed (although many took the form of ‘ad hoc’ issues which added together did not often represent a thorough, cohesive discussion).  

Members are also clearly committed to making O&S work.  Attendance at meetings is very good.  This is not the case in all local authorities; a widespread problem of non-executive disengagement and dissatisfaction can produce poor and patchy attendance.  

In general, after a reportedly shaky start in the first year, members have also been successful in developing effective cross-party working.  Interviewees commented that no formal whip was being applied in groups and that no group meetings were being held before Committees.  A number of members particularly welcomed this development.  The only exception observed by the evaluator – and commented upon by a number of interviewees – took place in the Corporate Resources O&S Committee where party political point scoring was being engaged in but only in isolated instances.

Officer Support

To support the work of their new O&S function, the City Council created a direct officer support unit.  This is a significant strength of the current arrangements and has made a very important contribution to the current achievements of the O&S function.  

This unit comprises two officers, each formally contributing 0.8 FTE to support scrutiny; providing a total direct officer support resource of 1.6 FTE.  The head of the unit (the Overview & Scrutiny Manager) provides general management of the unit and supports the work of the following committees:  O&S Management; Corporate Resources; and Community.  The scrutiny support officer supports the work of the Infrastructure O&S Committee.  In undertaking their work for the Committees each officer seeks to provide general support to the members of the committee and, particular, to provide analytical capacity to assess the items which the committee addresses.  They:

· liaise with O&S chairmen, the Legal & Democratic Services’ committee clerks and officers within the business units (and senior management);

· review reports, undertake research and produce draft reports;

· brief the chairmen of committees and the full committee before meetings;

· ensure that work programmes and other key documentation are appropriately produced and updated.

· manage and support in-depth reviews.

‘The officer support is very good’.

 ‘[The head of scrutiny] is canny – he knows his way around the organisation very well’.

‘[The head of scrutiny] has got a good background.  He takes overview & scrutiny very seriously…And [the scrutiny support officer] has brought a huge amount [to O&S] because of his select committee work in parliament’.



The evaluator would concur with one interviewee who stated that the authority was ‘very lucky’ to have the services of these two officers.  They are both of an exceptionally high calibre.  They have appropriate backgrounds; the head of the unit as a former head of policy for the authority; and, the scrutiny support officer worked for four years as a committee specialist to a parliamentary select committee.  They also are rather complementary.  The head of the unit is very aware of the culture of the organisation and of the issues facing the authority and has a general oversight of policy; whilst the scrutiny support officer has extensive knowledge of an important area of the O&S function’s work (environment) from his doctoral studies and work in Parliament (for the Environment Select Committee) and an understanding of how scrutiny operates in a different domain.  Interviewees were universally appreciative of the work of the unit, as the quotes demonstrate.

Public, Partner & Media Engagement

In terms of public, partner and media engagement, the O&S committees have undertaken a number of reviews which have involved outside contributions, in particular from partner agencies.  Examples of this are detailed below.   Certain O&S reviews (Local Transport, Evening & Night-time Economy and Foot & Mouth Disease) have also attracted media attention, which the relevant O&S committees have capitalised on.

  Examples of Partner Involvement

· The Foot & Mouth review involved taking oral evidence from a wide range of witnesses, including representatives of the Environment Agency, the County Council, National Farmers Union, Primary Care Trust, Eden Mind and university researchers

· The Environmental Performance of the Council review took evidence from the Government Office North West

· The Community O&S Committee undertook a review of the potential for developing a Theatre/Arts Centre which took evidence from the North West Art’s officer responsible for Cumbria and from the chairman of the Carlisle Lonsdale Arts Centre Trust (and the Trust’s consultant)

· The Evening & Night-time Economy Task Group has taken evidence from other local authorities, club operators, transport operators, police and a health trust



Scrutiny Outputs

O&S members and direct support officers can point to concrete outputs from the scrutiny process.  In particular, the committees have now produced a number of reports and very many recommendations.  Key relevant statistics for O&S for 2003/04 are presented overleaf.

The Council has also produced an Annual Report of the Overview & Scrutiny Committees since the introduction of new political structures.  This is also a significant ‘output’ from the scrutiny process.  The 2003/04 Annual Report is a substantive document; it is well structured and easy to read.  Section 15 addresses the issue of measuring the impact of O&S through summarising the response of the Executive to O&S reports and recommendations.

Overview & Scrutiny Statistics

During 2003/04:

· Overview & Scrutiny Committees met 59 times

· Overview & Scrutiny Committees sat for a total of 147 hours 18 minutes

· Overview & Scrutiny Committees considered 624 items of business

(Information provided by the O&S Support Unit).



5.
Challenges & Proposed Solutions

This section outlines the challenges identified from the evaluation process and proposes solutions to these weaknesses or problem areas (summarised in Table 3).  (Proposed solutions and recommendations are provided in bullet point form in bold lettering).

Chairing of Overview & Scrutiny Committees

As discussed in Sections 3 and 4, the evaluation identified significant weaknesses with the chairing arrangements of the committees.  Two of the three main committees have weaknesses in their chairing.  Whilst the Chairman of the Infrastructure Committee is a strong chairman, her effectiveness is undermined by conflicts of interest which arise from her position on the County’s executive.  This means that at times (as observed by the evaluator) she has to excuse herself from committee items.  The Chairman of the Corporate Resources Committee is in effect incapacitated due to illness; this committee is in effect leaderless and consequently lacks focus and drive (despite the input of experienced members of the Committee).

Such a situation underlines the importance of O&S systems developing numerous leadership roles for scrutiny, outside of chairing standing committees.  In particular, leadership positions on task and finish working groups can be useful.  Such ‘one off’ leadership roles are important in developing ‘emergent’ leaders and in widening member ownership and engagement.  Another potential tool is the creation of member champions who would have a specific remit to oversee and monitor particular issues or developments.  An example would be a member champion for the Environment.

Table 3: Eight Key Challenges

Eight Key Challenges



· Chairing of Overview & Scrutiny Committees

· Chairing weaknesses in current system

· Need to find leadership roles for others within O&S system

· Moving out of Committee Mode

· Members & officers exhibiting marked ‘committee style’ behaviour

· Paperwork too wedded to committee traditions

· Poor physical environment for Committees

· Re-considering the Role Profile

· Attempt to cover  wide role profile

· Evidence of work programme & agenda overload

· Certain roles neglected

· New roles need to be developed

· Relating to the Executive

· Problematic relationship

· Uneven relationship

· Engaging Public, Partners & Media

· Limited engagement of partners

· No evidence of public engagement

· Absence of a proactive approach to engaging the media

· Officer Support to O&S

· Direct officer support is under-resourced

· Traditional support from committee clerks

· No evidence of substantive support from Strategy & Performance business unit

· Uneven response to O&S from officers

· Capturing Outputs & Outcomes of O&S

· Absence of systems to systematically capture the outputs & outcomes of O&S

· Lack of Substantive Role for O&S Management Committee



The use of more task and finish working groups could also draw in non-executives who currently do not sit on any O&S committee; ‘the missing non-execs’ as described by one interviewee.  Certainly, a number of interviewees expressed concern about potential non-executive discontent.  Task and finish groups may go some way to addressing this issue.  
· The chairing weaknesses with both Corporate Resources & Infrastructure to be urgently addressed.  It is the firm recommendation of this evaluator that each Committee needs new, strong chairmen for the council year 2005/06

· New leadership roles to be produced by more use of task & finish groups

· Experiments to be conducted in developing a small number of individual member champions for O&S

Moving out of Traditional Committee Mode

One key finding of the observation of O&S committee meetings was that often – though varying between committees - committees were operating in traditional service committee mode.  In leading the 2002 ODPM national evaluation of overview & scrutiny arrangements, the evaluator set down in the final report the identifying features of a ‘traditional committee’ O&S body.  These are reproduced as Table 4.  Although the committees are by no means conforming to all of these ‘indicators’, a number are evident.  In particular, members and officers are often behaving as though they were operating a traditional service committee rather than an overview & scrutiny committee (which has many different requirements).  

Table 4: Identifying a ‘Traditional Committee’ O&S Body

You are probably operating in a ‘traditional’ committee overview and scrutiny forum if the following are the case:

· If you are meeting in the same venue;

· Members and officers are sitting in the same positions;

· The agenda, minutes and reports are unaltered from the traditional service committee system;

· You prepare for meetings the same way as before;

· You follow-up meetings in the same way as before;

· Members and officers behave the same;

· Members are voting on motions/recommendations;

· The work of the Committee is meetings-based.

Reproduced from S. Snape, S. Leach & C. Copus (2002), The Development of Overview & Scrutiny in Local Government, ODPM, p.53.

Some of the documentation unfortunately supports the continuation of this traditional committee culture.  Although the minutes are fuller, reflecting the discursive nature of O&S, too often officer reports from the business units are provided which pay little or no regard to the particular requirements and role of O&S.  They read – and look – very much like traditional service committee reports.  Too often these reports ask O&S committees to ‘note’ or ‘consider’ a report’s contents; often begging the question ‘why are these reports in front of the Committee then?’  Nor do officers regularly provide a summary of the key issues contained in the report, which would be particularly useful for O&S.  The agendas also reflect the formality of the traditional service committee system.  

However, perhaps the most crucial element of the maintenance of a traditional committee culture at Carlisle is the physical environment in which the committees operate.  The three main committees meet in the largest committee room of the Council.  Members tend to sit on one side of the main committee table and the officers of the council (and the attending executive members observed) sit in a seamless arc (or L-shape) around the other side.  Although there are nameplates, these are used rather haphazardly and cannot always be viewed from the end of the room where observers (or ordinary members of the public) would sit.  There is no designated public seating.  There is no sound system and it can be very difficult to hear the proceedings (particularly from the end of the room).  Nor is there an effective system for presentations.  The room was uniformly extremely cold at each observation (pre- and post- flooding).
  As one member forcefully commented: ‘we don’t have microphones…We don’t have professionally set up meetings…Half the time I have difficulty hearing people’.  No consideration had been given to shaping an effective room layout and physical environment to support an effective O&S process.       

· Officers from business units providing reports to O&S to consider the specific role and nature of O&S, in particular to provide one side of A4 which summarises the main issues in the report & explicitly states the what is expected from the O&S committee;

· Direct officer support unit to work with O&S members, Legal & Democratic Services and officers from business units to ensure that agenda, minutes & reports are in an appropriate, useful format for O&S committees.  This may involve the development of new proformas or ‘model’ reports;

· O&S committees should at times experiment with holding meetings in different venues (this links to public & partner engagement);

· The layout of the tables and chairs for O&S Committees should be given greater consideration and should be varied according to the purpose of the meeting.  For example brainstorming workshops could be held with a round or square table format (and away from the formality of the committee rooms).  Select committee style formal hearings should have a horseshoe or U-shaped table layout, with the members and direct support officers of a committee clearly labeled and separate from officers providing evidence and other witnesses.  There should also be a separate but distinct public seating area (with spare copies of the agenda and papers on these seats);

· The physical environment of the committee room used for O&S also requires attention in a number of aspects, including audibility.

Re-considering the Role Profile

O&S functions can undertake a very wide potential range of roles, some of which are prescribed by Government guidance but many of which are subject to the local choices made within authorities.  Evidence suggests that local councils have differed widely in the local emphases they place on roles: some have narrow role profiles, others wide; some emphasise the role of O&S in performance management whilst others almost exclusively undertake in-depth policy review work.

It is a key finding of the evaluation that Carlisle needs to re-consider its role profile in order to ensure that: certain neglected roles are addressed; roles are related to realistic work programmes and Committee agendas; and the opportunities presented by emergent roles are maximised.

The following range of issues is concerned with the key challenge of re-considering the role profile:

· As discussed in Section 4 there has been an attempt to cover a wide range of roles, in particular through the frameworks provided by the work programme proformas and through the structuring of the O&S committee agendas.  

· In practice, however, certain key roles have been relatively neglected.  Although some good external scrutiny work has been undertaken, it would be possible to give more emphasis to such work (and in developing this work to adopt methods which engage public and partners).  Given the Government’s emphasis on community leadership, and the Council’s voluntary transfer of its housing stock and the creation of an arms length leisure trust, the focus of O&S necessarily needs to take an outwards-facing approach.  In undertaking this work, the CPA report could be useful.  The CPA lists as one of the key areas for improvement the council’s need to establish its new strategic housing responsibilities.  Work on this would be highly appropriate for O&S to examine.  It is also proved difficult to assess the progress O&S had made in ‘holding the executive to account’ and developing ‘pre-decision scrutiny’/policy development work.  The evaluator was not convinced that O&S was directly and substantially holding the executive committee to account although some work appeared to be developing in terms of pre-decision scrutiny.  The difficulty in isolating clear evidence relates to a rather opaque decision-making system for the Council.  It was not always evident where policy emerged from or how policies and decisions were being ‘routed’ through the system.  At times the Executive appeared to be driving decisions; in other instances O&S appeared to be; and for a final category, policy items seemed to be bouncing back and forward between O&S and Executive with little seeming clarity about who was doing what.  Although such opaqueness is not unusual in new structures, in the majority of authorities the executive is more clearly dominating the decision-making and policy process.  This does not mean that this the best model but it does have the advantage of greater clarity.  (It may be that this more mixed system is a consequence of a hung authority with a minority administration).

· New roles for O&S are also emerging in local government.  Two are worthy of mention.  The first is that the role of O&S in best value reviews is being re-considered in many authorities in the light of the CPA process.  O&S functions need to consider what their role should be in the improvement process.  In Carlisle’s case, O&S could profitably discuss how it can contribute to achieving ‘Excellence’ or maintaining its current ‘Good’ rating.  The second emergent role relates to area or neighbourhood working.  The Government has given a clear signal that it wishes to develop the neighbourhood level of governance in its third term office.  One aspect of this is area-based O&S work.

· The O&S function also needs to consider how it relates its role profile to the work programmes & agendas of its committees.  Currently there is significant evidence that both the work programmes and committee agendas are overloaded.  For each of the committees observed by the evaluator the agenda was too full to allow for substantive discussion of some important items.  There were also a number of items considered by the committees which did not seem to merit their attention.  Although a number of this report’s recommendations could alleviate this overload, O&S members and officers need to take firmer action to act as ‘gatekeepers’ for the committees; prioritising items.  Developing a wide role profile does not mean that every possible issue within that role must be discussed or come before the Committees.  

· One important element of this prioritisation process is ensuring that the work programmes of O&S committees focus – at least to some degree – on the priorities of the Council and its communities.  However, there are significant barriers to O&S achieving this.   The City Council appears to have a number of slightly differing lists of priorities.  Appendix 1 provides a summary of the key sources for Council and Community priorities and how these are reflected (or not) in new political management arrangements and organisational structures.  Key council and community priorities are contained in the joint Carlisle & Eden community strategy, the district-wide community strategy and the corporate plan.  There are significant differences between these three (although the corporate plan would logically include internal objectives).  The executive committee portfolios do not exactly reflect any of the above lists.  There is a general understanding of which portfolio holders relate to which O&S Committees but this breaks down if examined in detail.  And the organisational structure does not relate to any of the above.  Local governance is extremely complex so perfect alignment is not possible but Appendix 1 does underline the conclusions of the CPA in terms of the Council needing to refine its priorities.  Only when the whole Council does this can O&S ensure that it is making a significant impact on the strategic direction of the authority.

· The O&S function needs to consider developing a more balanced role profile, ensuring that external scrutiny, holding the executive to account and pre-decision scrutiny are not neglected;
· Such a wider role balance would take into account  emergent new roles, in particular, the role of O&S in the improvement planning process;
· A more balanced role profile has to be linked to realistic, achievable work programmes and shorter agendas for committees;
· This will involve greater prioritisation of work items;
· In undertaking prioritisation consideration must be given – at least in part – to the council’s priorities and those of the communities it serves.
Relating to the Executive

One of the key challenges for O&S – and for the whole of the authority – is the development of an effective relationship between O&S and the Executive Committee.  As one interviewee comment, ‘where the problem comes is in relating to the executive’.  It is too often the case in authorities that elements of new political management arrangements – O&S, the executive, area arrangements – operate almost in isolation from each other.  Yet for the political management arrangements to operate effectively these component parts have to work together and to be sure of how they relate to each other.

Carlisle is therefore experiencing a common problem amongst local authorities; an inadequate and problematic relationship between two key elements of new political structures.  There are a number of elements to this.  Executive members at Carlisle are clearly relating to O&S in different ways.  Some attend committees regularly, others infrequently or not at all.  Some are considered to be suspicious of O&S whilst others are viewed as more supportive of O&S.  A number of interviewees had detected signs of improvement in the attitude of the executive to O&S (and vice versa), as one interviewee stated ‘on both sides it is more positive now’.  However, even when executive members attend O&S it is not clear where they should sit or how they should engage in the Committee’s proceedings.  

One issue which has been particularly contentious has been the response of the Executive Committee to O&S recommendations and reports.  There was palpable frustration from O&S members that recommendations and reports were too often being ‘noted’.  This issue had been taken up directly by individual committees and collectively through the O&S Management Committee.  However, there was a continuing sense during the fieldwork that the Executive Committee had failed to address this issue appropriately.  As one O&S member commented, ‘the question of being ignored by the Executive is still big…reports are ‘noted’…after a good while of being ‘noted’, we minuted back that we didn’t want to be noted and that was noted as well’.  Certainly, the 2003/04 O&S Annual Report’s review of executive responsiveness provides some evidence to support the O&S concerns.  And the formal response of the Executive Committee to this issue is less than convincing.  However, it is also the case that more could be done to ensure that O&S recommendations are well shaped to illicit an effective Executive Committee response. 

· As discussed later, O&S Management Committee to take strategic responsibility for developing a more effective relationship with the executive.  
· A Protocol to be developed to guide the relationship between the Executive and O&S.  (The process of development of a Protocol is as valuable, if not more valuable than, the written document itself).
· As discussed later, O&S to ensure SMART recommendations to their work.
· Legal & Democratic Services to develop in partnership with the O&S support unit a robust system for tracking the response to O&S recommendations.

Engaging Public, Partners & Media

Although as discussed in Section 4 some work has been undertaken in engaging partner agencies in the work of in-depth subject reviews, O&S at Carlisle is largely drawing on evidence existing within the authority, usually provided by Council officers.   Given the cross cutting nature of a number of reviews and items considered by the committees, it is rather surprising that more has not been done to engage partners and the public in the work of O&S. 

As identified in national research on overview & scrutiny, O&S can engage public and partners in their work in a number of ways (Snape, Leach & Copus, 2002, pp88-95):

· The work of O&S committees can be publicised with partners & public

· Public & partners can have a role in contributing to the O&S agenda
· They can be participating spectators at scrutiny meetings

· They can act as co-opted members of the committees

· Public & partners can be experts and witnesses supporting the work of O&S

The work in Carlisle regarding the above is limited.  Certainly there is room to develop further initiatives and experiments around each of the above.  

In particular, the public is not engaged in the work of O&S.  O&S can be an important lever for encouraging community engagement in decision-making.  Given that currently the authority has no area arrangements, which can be useful in developing community engagement, the role of O&S is even more important in this area.  Certainly a number of interviewees pointed to the lack of public engagement; as one interviewee commented, ‘I don’t think that O&S is involved in the community enough’.  

Nor is the role of the media in engaging the public being proactively pursued.  The Strategic & Performance Services business unit could be providing a substantive supporting role on this issue but does not appear to be engaged in providing support to O&S.

· O&S to develop specific measures to: publicise the work of O&S more widely amongst partners and the public; ensure that they contribute more effectively to the O&S agenda; and participate more fully in O&S processes;

O&S may wish to consider some of the following initiatives undertaken in other authorities in addressing the above: 

· the development of a number of attractive scrutiny web pages on the Council website (to include an electronic form for raising issues for O&S to consider in their work programmes); 

· the production of a range of information leaflets on O&S, tailored to different audiences; 

· the inclusion of a regular O&S column in the Council newspaper and staff newsletter; 

· the production of an O&S newsletter to be distributed to partners and at libraries, council offices (and other locations);

· O&S road shows at supermarkets and shopping centres;

· Co-option of partner, user & community representatives on task and finish groups;

· Stakeholder analysis to determine which partners/public to invite to provide oral evidence and/or written evidence;

· Expansion in the use of expert witnesses, drawn from universities, consultancies and national user/lobbying groups.

· Strategic & Performance Services to develop, in discussion with O&S members and the direct officer support unit, a PR & Communications strategy for O&S (and then to deliver this strategy).

Officer Support to O&S

As stated in Section 4 there is a 1.6 FTE O&S support unit providing the core of direct officer support to O&S committees.  Further support is provided by the Legal and Democratic Services in the form of committee clerking.  It is the independent view of the evaluator that this level of direct officer support is no longer sufficient for the current needs of the function.  Certainly, this level of support would not be able to deliver this report’s proposed improvements.

This general pattern of insufficient direct officer support comprises the following:

· The direct officer support unit is in many cases ‘firefighting’ to manage the routine support demands of the four committees.  Consequently, the strategic and development needs of the O&S function have been necessarily neglected.

· The support from Legal & Democratic Services in terms of clerking the meetings was often described as excellent.  However, the culture of the unit is one of a traditional approach to committee clerking, in particular a focus on being ‘guardians of the public record’.  Supporting the O&S process does indeed call for such a crucial accountability role but can also involve a wider role in contributing to the effective development of the function.  For example, in some authorities democratic services officers have worked creatively to shape tailored documentation for O&S and have worked to develop O&S specific approaches to the physical environment for meetings.  However, expansion in this traditional role would undoubtedly have resource implications for the Service.

· Surprisingly there is no evidence of substantive support for O&S coming from the Strategy & Performance business unit.  Yet there are a number of services within the business unit which logically could be providing useful support to O&S, in particular: performance management, press & public relations, and council communication.  In fact in the list of ten sub-services contained within the business unit all have potential to contribute to the work of O&S.

· Some officers within the various other business units do make a significant effort to provide useful, appropriate information to O&S but largely this is viewed as officers responding to O&S rather than officers providing a tailored support to the work of the function.  Such an approach is difficult to achieve across an organisation because of the very real conflicts of interest this involves.  Interviewees tended to argue that the response of the business units to O&S was very mixed.  Partly this may reflect the negative experience of some officers who went in front of Committees and became ‘terrified to go to O&S’.  Certainly, the evaluator observed a number of instances where officers were being held to account for what were key political, policy decisions which executive members should have been held to account for.  (This does not mean that officers should not be held to account at times).

In addition, the O&S support unit appears isolated within the Council’s organisation.  Although such a unit requires some distance from the executive-side of the Council, such isolation as operates in Carlisle is a weakness.  Certainly, there appears to be no rational explanation for the unit’s inclusion in a largely human resource-focused Member Support & Employee Services business unit.  

A component part of this isolation is the absence of effective links to the senior management processes within the authority.  Both the chief executive and executive director are supportive of O&S, which is a strength, but the head of the unit does not sit on the corporate management team of the authority.  Indeed, the ‘level’ of the head of the support unit is an issue in itself; a higher level position in the structure would more strongly reflect the authority’s commitment to O&S. 

In general, the authority could address some of these weaknesses through developing a more hybrid approach to officer support.  Currently, officer support largely relies on the small officer support unit.  Some authorities have, in contrast, developed an integrated approach to officer support, with no dedicated support unit and support instead ‘mainstreamed’ in the existing officer structures.  Existing evidence would suggest that this latter approach is the least effective.

Instead, Carlisle could develop a more marked hybrid approach, which mixes a dedicated support unit with integrated support from the rest of the officer structure.  Such an approach could have the following elements:

· An enlarged dedicated support unit.  A third person (at or near 1 FTE) is required if the support unit is to drive forward O&S.  This would ‘free’ the existing staff to undertake developmental and strategic work.

· An enhanced role for Legal & Democratic Services, involving improvement of key documentation, contribution to performance measures for O&S and managing the physical environment for O&S.

· A more substantive role for Strategic & Performance Services in providing support to the work of O&S.

· A pool of managers to be created to work on O&S in-depth review work, in particular task and finish working groups.  Managers from across the business units could volunteer for this scheme which would involve working for an agreed period of time to support a review.  

· As discussed above, work could be undertaken to ensure that officer reports from business units would be more tailored to the specific requirements of O&S.

· The O&S direct support unit would be responsible for co-ordinating the above.

· The Council to strengthen officer support to O&S, principally through an enlarged officer support unit, an enhanced role for Legal & Democratic Services, a more substantive role for Strategic & Performance Services and the creation of a pool of managers to work on in-depth task and finish subject reviews.

· The Council to consider the appropriate level in the officer structure for the head of the direct support unit.

· The Council to consider a more appropriate ‘location’ for the O&S direct support unit, if a reorganisation of the Council is undertaken.

Capturing Outputs & Outcomes of O&S

Although the Council can point to a series of O&S reports and recommendations, and to its Annual Report, many authorities are now developing systems for more systematically capturing the ‘added value’ of O&S.  Unless the Council also produces such mechanisms it is in danger of falling significantly behind national developments.

· O&S direct support unit, with support and advice from the performance management section of Strategic & Performance Services, to develop a robust system for measuring outputs and outcomes.

In undertaking this work, the Council may wish to review the work in this area by: the Centre for Public Scrutiny, Birmingham City Council, Tameside Borough Council and South Ribble Borough Council.  The Council may also wish to consider pooling resources with a neighbouring Council to develop such a system.

· O&S Committees to work to ensure that recommendations from its reports or meetings are SMART (specific, measurable, accurate, realistic and timely).

· Information on impact and performance (i.e. performance indicators) to be included in scrutiny pages on the Council website and in the Annual Report for O&S.

Lack of Substantive Role for O&S Management Committee

Opinions on the role and work of the O&S Management Committee were divided amongst interviewees.  The majority were far from convinced that the Committee undertakes a substantive role.  One interviewee argued that the Committee was ‘disastrous…[it is] allegedly looking at agenda-setting but I’m not certain about it’.  Another commented that it ‘doesn’t seem to have any meat’ and a third that ‘it is a bit nebulous at the minute’.  A number of interviewees commented that it met every six weeks but frequently sat for less than an hour. Others defended it, as this interviewee explained, ‘it was never meant to do very much…it is a limited function…it does all it was supposed to do’.  

Certainly, the O&S Management Committee does have a narrow, limited role.  Given the challenges facing O&S and the experience of the members of the Committee such a limited role is a missed opportunity.  Instead, this report recommends that the strategic role of the Committee is expanded through more meaningful oversight of the executive – O&S relationship and a role in driving improvement in O&S arrangements.

· O&S Management Committee to take strategic responsibility for developing a more effective relationship with the executive.  
· O&S Management Committee to have a joint meeting with the Executive Committee on a bi-annual basis to discuss respective work programmes, barriers to an effective relationship, and so on;
· O&S Management Committee to discuss, determine, drive and monitor an Improvement Plan for the O&S function on the basis of this report and its recommendations.
· O&S Management Committee to consider meeting on a quarterly basis.
6.
Concluding Remarks

In the short four year period in which O&S has been operating in Carlisle significant achievements have been attained.  Making progress in O&S is not an easy or linear process for local councils; the majority of councils in England have struggled to develop effective arrangements.  O&S involves the creation of unfamiliar structures and processes, processes which challenge the embedded member and officer cultures within councils.  

Yet, four years on Carlisle can point to a range of strengths and achievements: some good chairing, supported by committed members who have developed good questioning skills; a robust structure for O&S to operate within; good work on in-depth subject reviews and a clear role in best value; and a substantial output in terms of scrutiny reports and recommendations.

These are no mean achievements, in particular given that the Council has been buffeted by marked turbulence in its external and internal environment.  Few councils will have had to cope with environmental disasters, change in political control and new political and organisational structures.  Nor should the particular challenges of operating O&S (and an executive) in a situation of no overall control be overlooked.

However, Carlisle is an ambitious Council and, in accordance with these ambitions, set the highest benchmark for its O&S function.  Specifically, progress was to be measured by developments in national best practice.  If Carlisle is earnest in its commitment to be at the forefront of developments in O&S – and there is no reason why this should not be achieved – the authority must address its remaining key weaknesses and challenges.  

7.
Summary of Recommendations

This section contains a summary of the recommendations for Carlisle’s O&S function, reproduced from Section 5 and organised under the eight key challenges facing the Council.  

It is also recommended that an Improvement Plan is drawn up by the authority to take forward this report’s recommendations.  Such a Plan would necessarily have to consider which of the following recommendations can be achieved in the short or medium term.  (All of these recommendations are considered by the evaluator to be short to medium term recommendations; not long term).

Chairing of Overview & Scrutiny Committees

· The chairing weaknesses with both Corporate Resources & Infrastructure to be urgently addressed.  It is the firm recommendation of this evaluator that each Committee needs new, strong chairmen for the council year 2005/06

· New leadership roles to be produced by more use of task & finish groups

· Experiments to be conducted in developing a small number of individual member champions for O&S

Moving out of Traditional Committee Mode

· Officers from business units providing reports to O&S to consider the specific role and nature of O&S, in particular to provide one side of A4 which summarises the main issues in the report & explicitly states the what is expected from the O&S committee;

· Direct officer support unit to work with O&S members, Legal & Democratic Services and officers from business units to ensure that agenda, minutes & reports are in an appropriate, useful format for O&S committees.  This may involve the development of new proformas or ‘model’ reports;

· O&S committees should at times experiment with holding meetings in different venues (this links to public & partner engagement);

· The layout of the tables and chairs for O&S Committees should be given greater consideration and should be varied according to the purpose of the meeting.  For example brainstorming workshops could be held with a round or square table format (and away from the formality of the committee rooms).  Select committee style formal hearings should have a horseshoe or U-shaped table layout, with the members and direct support officers of a committee clearly labeled and separate from officers providing evidence and other witnesses.  There should also be a separate but distinct public seating area (with spare copies of the agenda and papers on these seats);

· The physical environment of the committee room used for O&S also requires attention in a number of aspects, including audibility.

Re-considering the Role Profile

· The O&S function needs to consider developing a more balanced role profile, ensuring that external scrutiny, holding the executive to account and pre-decision scrutiny are not neglected;
· Such a wider role balance would take into account  emergent new roles, in particular, the role of O&S in the improvement planning process;
· A more balanced role profile has to be linked to realistic, achievable work programmes and shorter agendas for committees;
· This will imvolve greater prioritisation of work items;
· In undertaking prioritisation consideration must be given – at least in part – to the council’s priorities and those of the communities it serves.
Relating to the Executive

· As discussed later, O&S Management Committee to take strategic responsibility for developing a more effective relationship with the executive.  
· A Protocol to be developed to guide the relationship between the Executive and O&S.  (The process of development of a Protocol is as valuable, if not more valuable than, the written document itself).
· As discussed later, O&S to ensure SMART recommendations to their work.
· Legal & Democratic Services to develop in partnership with the O&S support unit a robust system for tracking the response to O&S recommendations.

Engaging Public, Partners & Media

· O&S to develop specific measures to: publicise the work of O&S more widely amongst partners and the public; ensure that they contribute more effectively to the O&S agenda; and participate more fully in O&S processes;

O&S may wish to consider some of the following initiatives undertaken in other authorities in addressing the above: 

· the development of a number of attractive scrutiny web pages on the Council website (to include an electronic form for raising issues for O&S to consider in their work programmes); 

· the production of a range of information leaflets on O&S, tailored to different audiences; 

· the inclusion of a regular O&S column in the Council newspaper and staff newsletter; 

· the production of an O&S newsletter to be distributed to partners and at libraries, council offices (and other locations);

· O&S road shows at supermarkets and shopping centres;

· Co-option of partner, user & community representatives on task and finish groups;

· Stakeholder analysis to determine which partners/public to invite to provide oral evidence and/or written evidence;

· Expansion in the use of expert witnesses, drawn from universities, consultancies and national user/lobbying groups.

· Strategic & Performance Services to develop, in discussion with O&S members and the direct officer support unit, a PR & Communications strategy for O&S (and then to deliver this strategy).

Officer Support to O&S

· The Council to strengthen officer support to O&S, principally through an enlarged officer support unit, an enhanced role for Legal & Democratic Services, a more substantive role for Strategic & Performance Services and the creation of a pool of managers to work on in-depth task and finish subject reviews.

· The Council to consider the appropriate level in the officer structure for the head of the direct support unit.

· The Council to consider a more appropriate ‘location’ for the O&S direct support unit, if a reorganisation of the Council is undertaken.

Capturing Outputs & Outcomes of O&S

· O&S direct support unit, with support and advice from the performance management section of Strategic & Performance Services, to develop a robust system for measuring outputs and outcomes.

In undertaking this work, the Council may wish to review the work in this area by: the Centre for Public Scrutiny, Birmingham City Council, Tameside Borough Council and South Ribble Borough Council.  The Council may also wish to consider pooling resources with a neighbouring Council to develop such a system.

· O&S Committees to work to ensure that recommendations from its reports or meetings are SMART (specific, measurable, accurate, realistic and timely).

· Information on impact and performance (i.e. performance indicators) to be included in scrutiny pages on the Council website and in the Annual Report for O&S.

Lack of Substantive Role for O&S Management Committee

· O&S Management Committee to take strategic responsibility for developing a more effective relationship with the executive.  
· O&S Management Committee to have a joint meeting with the Executive Committee on a bi-annual basis to discuss respective work programmes, barriers to an effective relationship, and so on;
· O&S Management Committee to discuss, determine, drive and monitor an Improvement Plan for the O&S function on the basis of this report and its recommendations.
· O&S Management Committee to consider meeting on a quarterly basis.
Appendix 1:

The Alignment of Priorities and Structures

Strategies, Plans & Structures
Priorities/Remits/Roles

Carlisle & Eden joint community strategy, A Vision for the Future 
The joint community strategy has 8 themes:

1. Communities (includes community safety)
2. Health & Well-being (tackling health inequalities, promoting healthy living)

3. Economy (sustainable economic development, skills gaps)
4. Young People (investing in children & young people)
5. Housing (meeting decent & affordable housing needs)
6. Environment (environmental protection, waste, street cleaning, development control)
7. Transport 

8. Promoting Carlisle & Eden 



Carlisle City Vision 2002-2012, City’s community strategy
The vision:  

‘Our Vision is an attractive, vibrant and historic city, which is well placed to advance as a regional centre’.

This district-wide community strategy has 5 themes:

1. Communities

2. Economic Prosperity

3. Health & Well-being

4. Infrastructure, Environment & Transport

5. Celebrating Carlisle

Each of these five themes has a Key Priority ‘that should be focused upon in the short term’:

1. Communities – ‘to ensure we effectively act upon the views of the people of Carlisle, involve our communities more actively in decision-making in the city are and improve voter turn out at elections’ (p.8)

2. Economic Prosperity – ‘have a diverse, mixed economy which embraces new technologies and a vibrant rural economy which nurtures and supports the best of traditional industries whilst encouraging new ventures and opportunities’ (p.10).
3. Health & Well-being – ‘ensure health improvement, reducing inequalities and improving health care is focused at a local level wherever possible; ensure that health information and advice is easily accessible and of a high standard’ (p.12).

4. Infrastructure, Environment & Transport – ‘have a safe public transport system for all…which is affordable, reliable, easily accessible, frequent and an attractive option.  This will require a fully integrated transport system which balances the needs of both urban and rural communities’ (p.15).

5. Celebrating Carlisle – ‘Carlisle needs to have one strong, clear identity which is properly communicated and consistent across all sectors…Carlisle’s rich heritage and culture needs to be central to its external identity’ (p.21).



Creating a Brighter Future, Carlisle City Council Corporate Plan 

2004-2007
Details five priorities (or promises):

1. Ensure Carlisle is a safe & attractive place where people are included & feel they belong

2. Develop a sustainable economy

3. Manage our environment responsibly

4. Improve local housing, health & well-being

5. Provide sound council management

Each of the five promises has specific objectives and measures of success.

On page 21 it is stated that ‘there are four aims that are of higher priority than the others…(in no order of priority):

1. Achieve excellence in core Council services

2. Develop Carlisle’s regional status

3. Develop Carlisle’s infrastructure

4. In partnership, alleviate deprivation & social exclusion’.

Executive Committee portfolios
There are six executive portfolios:

1. Promoting Carlisle (Leader) (Communications, City vision, Marketing Carlisle, Civic pride)

2. Policy, Performance & Finance (Deputy Leader) (Policy & performance, Procurement, Finance, Asset management)

3. Corporate Resources (Customer care, Human resources, Member training, E government, Emergency planning)

4. Environment, Infrastructure & Transport (Transport, Waste management, Planning, Environment, Housing strategy)

5. Economic Prosperity (Economic development, Tourism, Regeneration, Rural/urban policy)

6. Health & Community Activities (Community involvement, Democratic renewal, Supporting schools, Health promotion, Sports development)


Overview & Scrutiny Committee remits
There are three overview & scrutiny committees:

1. Community 

2. Infrastructure

3. Resources 

(Plus an O&S Management Committee).

City Council organisational structure
Currently the management structure is as follows:

· Chief executive & two executive director posts (one vacant)

· 12 Heads of Service:

1. Environmental protection

2. Culture, leisure & sport

3. Economic & community development

4. Planning

5. Property

6. Commercial & technical

7. Revenues & benefits

8. Customer & information services

9. Member support & employee services

10. Financial services

11. Legal & democratic services

12. Strategic & performance services

[image: image3.png]



�  Although the Centre for Public Scrutiny is developing such indicators and many individual authorities have developed their own frameworks for measuring outputs and outcomes.


�  In the case of the Chairman of Infrastructure, her strong O&S chairing skills could be utilised in other ways, in particular in chairing a task and finish working group in an area where there is no significant conflict of interest.  Her knowledge would also be usefully employed as a member of the O&S Management Committee. 


� An apocryphal but true tale was told by one interviewee of how a member at a committee meeting left to purchase hot water bottles to keep members warm in the committee room.


�  In the case of the Chairman of Infrastructure, her strong O&S chairing skills could be utilised in other ways, in particular in chairing a task and finish working group in an area where there is no significant conflict of interest.  Her knowledge would also be usefully employed as a member of the O&S Management Committee. 
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