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Introduction

This annual report provides an overview of the work of the scrutiny function during the 2007/8 civic year.

The first part of the report provides brief details of the work of the individual committees. In addition, there is some scrutiny work which is being carried out jointly in Cumbria and this too is detailed.

The second part of this report considers the scrutiny processes and highlights where progress has been made this year. This section also lays out the proposals for changes and plans for scrutiny development work in the next civic year.

Part 1: Work of the Individual Committees

The sections below give brief details of the main elements of work carried out by the committees along with a personal commentary from the Chairs of the Committees (shown in the shaded text boxes).

Infrastructure Committee

The Committee has continued to champion environmental issues through its scrutiny work.  Subjects reviewed include the Environmental Performance of the Council, Climate Change, Air Quality and the Green Travel Plan.  

Work relating to Carlisle Renaissance has formed a large part of the Committee’s agenda.  The Committee has considered the development of the Economic Strategy, the Public Realm and Design Framework (including the Castle Street improvements) and the Historic Core Strategy.  A key concern is the future implementation of these strategies and clearly defining scrutiny’s role in monitoring these.

The Committee is looking at the development of a car parking strategy for Carlisle, which is also linked to changes in Decriminalised Parking Enforcement and Countywide Parking Policies.  The future of car parking is a partnership issue and a joint approach needs to be developed with the County Council. 

The Waste task and finish group agreed to focus initially on commercial waste, with a view to looking at bulky household waste collections at a later date. The focus of the work was to investigate the development of a strategy for the Council’s commercial waste collection service.  The task group met witnesses from another local authority, Cumbria Strategic Waste Partnership and a business representative. They then completed a risk assessment matrix of options for commercial waste to inform their recommendations.  This review has been well supported by the Waste Services Manager and is a positive indication of Council [image: image4.png]
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departments engaging in scrutiny work. 
Corporate Resources Committee

Informal meetings between Chair and relevant Portfolio Holders have been established during this year and are working well. The focus is firstly on identifying suitable topics for CROS to undertake policy development work, secondly on reviewing the committee’s work programme and problem-solving any issues arising and thirdly on reviewing matters covered by the Scrutiny/Executive Protocol.

Corporate Resources continues in its efforts to hold Portfolio Holders to account on policy matters especially on the budget and the Portfolio Holders generally attend to facilitate this. There is still room for improvement however.

The committee has a growing record of proactive involvement in policy development which in this year included Partnership Policy, Shared Services, further aspects of Procurement, Counter Fraud and Corruption, and Housing Benefit Safeguard Policy. It still sometimes struggles to secure early enough involvement and to undertake this work in less formal ways.

Performance Monitoring and in-depth work on areas of poor performance is a strength of this committee. This was continued during this year with its Task and Finish Group which met several times and made a series of recommendations relating to our Performance Management System, the software that supports it, reporting arrangements and the suite of Performance Indicators we use.

During the year the committee chose to look at two topics in greater depth - Emergency Planning and Shared Services. The former was a one-off session on arrangements across the Cumbria Resilience Forum and the City Council’s Emergency Response Plan. The latter included a witness session with external contributions and which will be carried forward in further work on both individual projects and countywide arrangements as they emerge.

Corporate Resources had one call-in during the year on VAT Partial Exemption where the committee was critical of aspects of the decision and, in particular, its timing.

Budget scrutiny forms a key part of the committee’s work each year and is demanding in terms of both time and preparation. The workload does limit the committee’s capacity to undertake other in-depth scrutiny work. The Scrutiny Team, Committee Administration and Corporate Services staff continue to work hard to ensure that timetables are adhered to and information is, as far as possible, presented clearly. Both the budget reports ‘compendium’ and the budget overview presentation saw additional improvements this year.


Community O&S Committee

This year, the Community Committee has had a very heavy workload and several additional meetings and workshops were held to deal with the work programme.

The work of the Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership (CDRP) was regularly scrutinised and the committee was fully involved in the development of the CDRP’s strategic and tactical assessments which have now been used to develop the CDRP Plan 2008/9. 

Housing matters also figured prominently – in addition to the formal committee meetings, separate workshops were held on housing supply and homelessness. The 5-year monitoring period of Carlisle Housing Association (CHA) came to an end in December 2007 and the Committee will now monitor the new partnership agreement between CHA and Carlisle City Council. The committee also now has a new arrangement to monitor all the major Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) operating in the city.

The subject review work on Migrant Workers was carried out in a Task and Finish Group. This piece of work was extended and expanded after the Council was successful in its application to join the IDeA (Improvement and Development Agency for Local Government) Migration Excellence Programme. This has brought access to expert advice through both an officer and a Member peer. At the time of writing, the group has held two evidence sessions with various public bodies and other stakeholders, a breakfast/lunch with migrant workers and a final session is planned to talk to people from other local authorities around the country. The group plans to produce a final report in April and it will be a key task for the Community O&S Committee in the next civic year to consider the Executive’s response to the report and monitor the implementation of any agreed actions. This review has also given scrutiny the first opportunity to bring a co-optee onto a scrutiny review group – Larysa Samuels was co-opted onto the group as someone who has close links to the local migrant communities. Guidelines for co-option will be drawn up based on this experience.

One particular issue for the next year will to what extent the Committee wishes to pick up opportunities for local health scrutiny. These opportunities will arise as a result of the Primary Care Trust setting up Locality Commissioning Boards. This will bring the possibility of district-based health scrutiny, so long as this can be effectively co-ordinated with the work of the County Health and Wellbeing Committee.  



Joint County Scrutiny

The Cumbria County Joint Scrutiny Overview Group comprises one scrutiny Member from each of the District Councils and the County Council and meets quarterly. Cllr Earp was the City Council’s Member for 2007/8, with Cllr Boaden as substitute. The group is intended to provide a forum for discussion and information sharing on scrutiny matters that have countywide implications. If it considers it appropriate, the group sets up a task and finish group to carry out subject-based work – the intention is that these task and finish groups are made up of scrutiny Members from within the authorities who have knowledge or expertise in the area being scrutinised. 

This year one task and finish group was set up to consider the draft proposals from the County Council for reviewing its parking policies. Cllr Rutherford was initially the City Council’s representative on this group but was replaced by Cllr Stockdale during the work of the group. The group completed its final report in January 2008. The report should be considered by the County Council cabinet in April.

This civic year has seen continued efforts by this group to define the arrangements for scrutiny of the Local Area Agreement. Councillor Earp was part of a group which met to further define the roles for scrutiny and processes to support LAA scrutiny. Proposals for strengthening joint scrutiny in the county are discussed in Part 2 of this report.
Part 2: Scrutiny Work: Processes and Planning 

In this section of the annual report, we consider progress with the development of scrutiny and plans for continued development in the next civic year.

Member Training

Scrutiny continues to develop rapidly around the country as the Government places more emphasis on the importance of scrutiny in different policy areas. With this ongoing trend comes a need for continued training for scrutiny Members and officers so as to keep abreast of new developments and ways of working.

Training for Scrutiny Chairs and Vice-Chairs was provided during the last year through the ACE (Achieving Cumbrian Excellence) programme. The providers were IDeA and the Centre for Public Scrutiny - this training was well received and it is hoped that this will be repeated in the 2008/9 civic year. In addition, the ACE programme provided four sessions of training on particular scrutiny issues and skills, available to all scrutiny Members in the county. These took place in October and November and, in total, 10 Carlisle Members attended this training. 

Bespoke training on budget scrutiny was provided for Members of the Corporate Resources O&S Committee and this will be repeated every year for new Members of the Committee, and as a refresher for existing Members.

The scrutiny team also made scrutiny Members aware of other training opportunities throughout the year e.g. those put on by the Centre for Public Scrutiny or the Local Government Information Unit – so that they could make use of their own training budgets if they wished. 

In addition, one spin-off from the IDeA Migration Excellence programme is that it may be possible to make some training from the officer and Member peers on questioning skills available to all scrutiny Members in summer 2008. There may also be a need for some training in the Councillor Call for Action mechanism and processes.

Scrutiny Performance Indicators

As part of the improvement plan, we have started to develop some performance indicators. This work is at a preliminary stage and we are conscious that any indicators need to be proportionate in the effort expended in their collection and calculation to their overall usefulness. Beyond this, any indicators should be effective in helping inform Members and manage the scrutiny function. 

If possible, some of the early data collected will be used in scrutiny development work towards the end of the 2008/9 civic year. 

Equality Impact Assessment

During the last year, we have undertaken an equality impact assessment for scrutiny. This work was carried out by the scrutiny team along with a scrutiny Member and the Head of Democratic Services. By considering the way in which scrutiny works and interacts with people inside and outside of the organisation, we have been able to develop an action plan, which is reproduced in Appendix 1.

Perhaps the most important finding from this work was a general one – that the level of community engagement within scrutiny work remains limited. This is suggested as an issue to consider as part of plans for how to further improve scrutiny in the next civic year (see pages 15-16 below). The specific issues included in the action plan for the equalities assessment will be implemented during the next civic year. 

One or two changes are worthy of comment - a witness feedback form has been developed to get the views of witnesses on the scrutiny process. This was first used in January 2008 and has been made available to all witnesses in scrutiny reviews since then. The completed forms will be used to assess where improvements can be made to scrutiny processes. Two further guidance documents will also be developed – one to assist witnesses coming to give evidence to the Committees and another to assist co-optees onto task and finish groups (following on from the Migrant Workers Task and Finish Group experience this year).
Relationship between O&S and the Executive

One of the key actions in the action plan developed from the Snape review was the development of a protocol on relations between O&S and the Executive. The protocol itself was successfully developed by a Task and Finish Group during the 2006-7 civic year. The protocol was agreed by the O&S Management Committee and the Executive in June/July 2007.

The protocol can have been considered to be ‘in force’ throughout most of the 2007/8 civic year. There has been a clear improvement in relations between the O&S Committees and the Executive during this period. Nevertheless, it may be helpful to consider next year whether the protocol should be reviewed and possibly amended. 

Balanced Work Programmes for the Committees

The issue of work programme planning continues to be a significant one for the three subject-based O&S Committees, particularly achieving a balance between the different elements of scrutiny’s work. The key elements of good scrutiny which each Committee needs to balance in its work programme are:

· Holding the Executive to Account

· Policy Development

· Improvement Reviews

· Performance Monitoring

· Subject Reviews/Inquiries

· Call Ins

· Budget Scrutiny

· External Scrutiny

The following sections explore three areas where there are concerns or developments about particular aspects of the committees’ work programmes: the use of the forward plan, workshops and holding the executive to account.

Forward Plan

The intention is that each committee decides on the work that it does during the civic year. This works well on issues such as subject review work and policy development where the Committees usually go through a process of selecting topics. However, it remains the case that the Committees are spending a high proportion of their time scrutinising papers on their way to or from the Executive. Clearly, this is one of the important roles that the O&S Committees must fulfil – it is a constitutional requirement that policy and budget framework matters are scrutinised by one of the Committees.  This is intended to make sure that scrutiny gets a chance to scrutinise major plans and strategies of the Council as they are developed.

However, it appears that some items in the Forward Plan which are less strategic and more operational in content are being labelled as ‘budget and policy framework matters’ and this means that they end up on an agenda for a scrutiny meeting. As such, some agendas, and subsequently meetings, are becoming very long – there were 17 scrutiny meetings this year which lasted longer than 3 hours.

Although it is clearly important that the policy work of the Council is adequately scrutinised, there must be a balance struck between this and the need of the O&S Committees to determine their own work programmes. It is suggested that Members may want to consider proposing an alternative way forward here:
· As is currently the case, for all decisions in the Forward Plan which are not a Budget and Policy Framework matter, the date highlighted when it could come to the relevant O&S Committee;

· Each Committee will then consider a list of these items as part of the ‘work programme’ item at each Committee Meeting. With guidance from the scrutiny support team, the Committee will select the items it wishes to see and those it does not want to scrutinise or is happy to have circulated for information only.

· Occasionally, due to the timing of committee meetings and the publication of the forward plan, it may be necessary for the Chair of the Committee to take a decision on whether particular items in the forward plan should come to the Committee or not;

Most importantly, if these changes are to be effective in giving more control back to the scrutiny committees, it is essential that officers who are putting items into the Forward Plan are clear as to whether a matter genuinely falls within the Budget and Policy Framework or not. The Committee may wish to refer this matter to the Senior Management Team to ask that clear guidance be made available to officers and that this is adhered to.

It is suggested that we operate the system outlined above for the 2008/9 civic year and then consider how effective it has been, and whether further changes are needed, in May 2009.

Workshops

An increasing number of workshops are being held by the scrutiny committees and these have varying purposes – sometimes they are for information only but others are a vital part of ongoing policy development. More generally, workshops are a very valuable way of allowing more informal working. At the time of writing 13 workshops had been held this year (4 Community O&S, 3 Corporate Resources and 6 Infrastructure). The scrutiny team is conscious of Member concerns about the clarity of purpose for each workshop – this is particularly important when Members who are not on the Committee are invited – scrutiny should not be used as a general route to informing all Members about a given initiative or proposal. The scrutiny team will draw up guidance for officers arranging these workshops in the next civic year.

Holding the Executive to Account

As identified in previous annual reports, this is still a developing area. The number of occasions on which portfolio holders are directly held to account on policy issues remains relatively small. The majority of questioning remains focussed on officers of the council. One possible way of improving in this area could be to identify particular items on each agenda where questioning of the portfolio holder would be appropriate and to invite the portfolio holder specifically for that item. 

How to further improve Scrutiny?

A review of the Overview and Scrutiny Function was carried out in 2005 by an external specialist in scrutiny, Dr Stephanie Snape. This resulted in a comprehensive improvement plan which was progressively implemented between 2005 and March 2008. This action plan was based around the following areas identified for improvement:

· Improve chairing and leadership;

· Review conduct of meetings;

· Shorter agendas and consequent prioritisation;

· Pursue innovative ways of working;

· More Task and Finish Groups;

· Enhance O&S Status and resources;

· Develop performance management, especially measurement of outputs and outcomes;

· Improve relations with Executive;

· Enhance community engagement;

· Achieve greater media exposure;

· Redefine role of Management Committee;

The action plan has now been fully implemented and so we are left with the question: how to continue to improve scrutiny? It remains the case that there is more to do in some of the areas listed above and there are also new areas on which a developing scrutiny function needs to focus and improve.  We propose that during the 2008-9 year, a piece of work on scrutiny development will be carried out, drawing mostly upon scrutiny Members’ own experiences of working in the committees. It is intended that this will build on the improvements made in recent years and focus on a small number of key areas for further improvement.  Most importantly, the key focus will be on ensuring that scrutiny continues to develop as an increasingly Member-led function.  The mechanisms used for the review are likely to include workshop sessions and a questionnaire to gather evidence from all scrutiny committee members. It is intended that the review will be carried out without the use of external consultants.

As Members will be aware, this civic year saw the retirement of the Head of Scrutiny, John Mallinson. The management of the scrutiny function is now being carried out jointly by Dave Taylor and Rebecca Tibbs, who are job-sharing the Scrutiny Manager post. It has been agreed that recruitment will take place to fill the vacancy of a scrutiny officer (0.8 full-time equivalent). It is hoped that this person will be in place early in the next civic year. 

Councillor Call for Action

The Councillor Call for Action (CCfA) is a development from the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007. This will provide all elected members with a mechanism to raise specific issues through scrutiny if all other actions fail.

The overall effect on scrutiny operation is unknown – though the CCfA effectively formalises arrangements which already exist for Members to ask for items to be placed on the agenda of an Overview and Scrutiny Committee.  Work is ongoing to establish a shared approach to CCfAs across the different authorities in the County and this includes a common form of guidance. As discussed under the training section, we are also considering whether training will be needed on this issue.
Joint County Scrutiny Work

As noted above, the need for a properly resourced and managed joint countywide scrutiny function has developed gradually over the last few years. However, with the implementation of the Police and Justice Act 2006 and the Local Government & Public Involvement in Health Act 2007, there is increasingly a need for scrutiny to mirror some of the changes to local government in Cumbria. Around the County, many Members have expressed concern about the accountability of the Local Area Agreement. It seems clear that effective scrutiny of the Local Area Agreement relies in part on joint scrutiny taking place.

Following a request from the County Joint Overview Scrutiny Group, the scrutiny practitioners group put forward a paper to the County Joint Overview Scrutiny Group on March 19. This paper proposed a formal enhanced joint committee (along the lines of the existing Health and Wellbeing Committee) which will provide a strategic monitoring and management overview of the Cumbria Local Area Agreement (LAA). For this committee to adequately fulfil its remit, it is vital that it is properly resourced – the joint reviews which have been conducted to date have drawn heavily on existing scrutiny resources from the authorities of the county.  The proposal put forward is for one full-time scrutiny officer and a part-time administrative assistant. The proposal was agreed by the County Joint Overview Scrutiny Group and is included on the O&S Management Committee agenda on 17th April. It will then go forward to the Cumbria Local Authorities Strategic Board (CLASB) for its consideration.
Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee

Since the constitutional changes in 2001, the O&S Management Committee has been responsible for overseeing the scrutiny work carried out by the three main committees. As the scrutiny arrangements have bedded in, the Committee has experienced a progressive reduction in the number of matters it has been asked to consider.  Indeed, the number of meetings was reduced from 8 to 4 from the 2005/6 civic year, with one of the 4 in the 2007/8 year being cancelled due to lack of business. 

Indeed, since the Snape report in 2005, the Management Committee has redefined its purpose as overseeing the scrutiny improvement plan. With the completion of that improvement plan, it would seem timely to review the constitutional need for the Management Committee and the arrangements made for overseeing scrutiny work.  

Given the full implementation of the scrutiny improvement plan and the reduced business seen by the Committee, it can be argued that continuing to have a defined Management Committee and 4 planned meeting dates each civic year is a little ‘over-the-top’ – before today’s meeting, the Committee had met for a total time of less than 2 hours this civic year. Against this, it is recognised that there does continue to be a need for some over-arching body to deal with any issues. With this in mind, it is proposed that the following changes be made:

· The O&S Management Committee be abolished from the beginning of the 2008/9 civic year;

· In its place, the three chairs of the main scrutiny committees would work informally, as required, to deal with any overarching scrutiny issues. If necessary, this Scrutiny Chairs Group could meet to agree the way forward on a particular matter. The scrutiny team would co-ordinate this group as required;

The chairs group would not be a formal committee but would ensure that senior scrutiny Members remain in control of matters relating to scrutiny oversight and issues that do not belong clearly with one or other of the committees. If implemented, there would be a reduced workload for senior Members currently on the Management Committee and there would also be a slightly greater resource available to the three subject-based committees. From an analysis of the agendas put to the 2 Management Committee meetings held so far this year, there were no items which could not have been dealt with under the proposed arrangements for a Scrutiny Chairs Group.

Clearly, if Members agree with this proposal, it will require changes to be made to the Constitution and these will require the approval of full Council. 

Conclusions

The Overview and Scrutiny function continues to develop and each of the Committees can point to a number of pieces of work where a real contribution has been made to improving policy-making in the authority and scrutinising the Executive. The Scrutiny Improvement Action Plan has now been fully implemented in the 3 years since the completion of the Snape review and this has brought improved relations between O&S and the Executive and a greater focus on scrutiny outcomes.

Nevertheless, there are some areas of scrutiny work which will benefit from further changes and development. For example, it seems worthwhile to renew efforts to create more balanced work programmes for each committee to ensure that the committees are doing more work that is important to the Members of the Committees and is chosen by them. Towards the end of the 2008/9 civic year, we will use Members own experiences of scrutiny to define the future focus on improving scrutiny.

Appendix 1:

Scrutiny: Equality Impact Assessment

This extract from the Equality Impact Assessment for Scrutiny details the findings of the assessment and what objectives we are setting and actions we are planning to take. 

Policy:

Findings – from screening / data / consultation
Which groups are affected and how
Whose needs are not being met and how?

The findings are about community engagement generally rather than equality and diversity.  Whilst we need to be mindful of equality and diversity, scrutiny’s current audience is so small we have to be cautious of drawing equality conclusions from engagement with the public.  We acknowledge that consideration of equalities has been patchy in work so far and could be improved.



Objectives

Please give your proposed objectives/ targets in this table:

Equality objective / target – What?
Who, when, how? To be integrated within service planning

Develop and implement witness feedback form for any participants external to the City Council.  
Developed by Scrutiny Support Team (D Taylor to lead)

By end of April 2008



Equality objective / target – What?
Who, when, how? To be integrated within service planning

Develop guidance for witnesses participating in scrutiny
Developed by Scrutiny Support Team (B Tibbs to lead)

By end of June 2008



Equality objective / target – What?
Who, when, how? To be integrated within service planning

Develop guidance for co-optees participating in scrutiny 
Developed by Scrutiny Support Team (D Taylor to lead)

By end of May 2008



Equality objective / target – What?
Who, when, how?

Revise Scrutiny protocol documents to include equality guidance and information
Task group guidance revised by Scrutiny Support Team (D Taylor to lead)

By end of May 2008

Chairs guidance revised by Scrutiny Support Team (B Tibbs to lead)

April to June 2008



Equality objective / target – What?
Who, when, how?

Create a paragraph for all witness correspondence that includes equality arrangements for meetings 
Developed by Scrutiny Support Team (B Tibbs to lead)

By end of June 2008



Equality objective / target – What?
Who, when, how? To be integrated within service planning

Use feedback from community consultation to inform O&S Committees choice of scrutiny review topics 
B Tibbs to determine if Citizens Panel is still ongoing and can be used for scrutiny – by March 2008

If Citizens Panel is no longer available, Scrutiny Support Team to consider alternative ways of reviewing community feedback (eg place survey/focus groups?)



Equality objective / target – What?
Who, when, how? To be integrated within service planning

Publish completed assessment on webpage/intranet.  Develop text for a covering Equalities page which links to the assessment 
Developed by Scrutiny Support Team (B Tibbs to lead)

By end of June 2008



· Refer question to Committee Services to determine if arrangements for meetings organised by them consider equalities.

· Member evaluation – having signed off the O&S Improvement Plan, another mechanism is needed for reviewing the development of the scrutiny function.  Developing annual member evaluation of scrutiny can be an objective for future years.




�EMBED MS_ClipArt_Gallery���  A Report from the Scrutiny Managers




















Overview and Scrutiny:


Annual Report 2007/8








OS 04/08











A Personal View from Cllr Carole Rutherford, 


Chair of Infrastructure re O&S Committees





The Committee started the year with attempts to grapple 


with the problem of scrutinising complex partnerships 


such as the Cumbria Local Area Agreement, 


the Community Plan and Carlisle Renaissance. Whilst a promising start was made to looking at the LAA, with a way forward identified, we now find that the LAA is being revamped, so it remains to be seen whether we have taken a step backward rather than forward.





Another area of concern is how we hold consultants to account. In a number of cases there 


has been a slippage in timescales causing problems for both officers and members. I 


personally still find it difficult to get the best out of workshops, particularly where consultants are involved. If they are not tightly focussed they tend to end up as more of a presentation 


with questions and no clear way of progressing any of the issues that have been raised. Some of


of the more successful workshops have been where it was an issue that initially was raised in committee as an area of concern/interest and a workshop was used to obtain information that could be used to progress policy and or performance. When consultants were involved it 


became more of a presentation/consultation affair with the consultants in control.





The most satisfying area of work continues to be Task and Finish work. The one on waste has again been very satisfying. This is for several reasons. People on the group are usually 


volunteers with an interest in the subject. Because the group is small dates convenient for all 


can be arranged. Lastly there is always a clear focus, timescale and end result.




















A Personal View from Cllr Barry Earp, 


Chair of Corporate Resources O&S Committee





The Corporate Resources O&S Committee have had, as usual, 


a very busy year, not only holding the Executive to account, but 


also scrutinising some very important issues including:





The Asset Management Plan and the formation of a Local Asset Vehicle.


Carlisle Renaissance and the formation of a Carlisle Renaissance Board to forward the Delivery Mechanism;


The outcome of the Job Evaluation project, and the future recruitment mechanisms;


Shared Services now and in the future, and their financial implications in order to make savings.


And finally:





The Budget with the Revenue Support Grant causing a “tight fiscal policy.”


A productive Task and Finish Group was set up to investigate Performance Monitoring. They have drawn up a list of Performance Indicators (PIs) that require quarterly reporting and also a new form of presentation of these in a ‘dashboard’ style, that should be implemented during the new Municipal Year 2008/9.





Meetings between the Chairman, Portfolio Holders and the Leader have been very constructive. 
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A Personal View from Cllr Olwyn Luckley, 


Chair of Community O&S Committee						


It’s no overstatement to say that the Community Overview and Scrutiny 


Committee has regularly one of the fullest work programmes of the 


Council’s Committees and lengthening agendas are a challenge for both 


the Scrutiny Officer and Members. The last civic year has been no different 


but a good deal of worthwhile scrutiny has taken place. 





Housing issues have played a large part in our programme with monitoring of the progress made on the Youth Foyer Project, the plans for a replacement of the Family Hostel, Housing Strategy, and with the ending of the CHA/City Partnership Agreement, scrutiny of the new Agreement.  The two Housing Workshops were very informative. Attendance at the first in August last year by other Members, Housing Associations, and the Chairman of CALC, gave the opportunity for the Committee to discuss housing issues with them all, along with receiving the Housing Officers’ presentation.





Subject reviews chosen by the Committee are an important element in scrutiny. Their results produce an opportunity for the Council to improve both its own services and those of the wider area the Council represents. They can also prove a starting point for examination of new issues. For example, the Migrant Workers Review presently being conducted is aimed at information gathering and intended to prove a useful tool to the Council in examining the contents of its policies in relation to the arrival in our community of a considerable number of mainly East European citizens. 





I’d like to point out that successful reviews rely heavily on the contributions made by the Scrutiny Officers. However, the benefit to the continuing improvement of Council’s services of this particular aspect of Overview and Scrutiny is recognised.





Two of the liveliest sessions and from feedback, most satisfying to the public who attended, were first, the examination of the Consultants’ report on the Lonsdale building, followed by a second session when the campaign group “Save Our Lonsdale” gave a presentation on their proposals for the building. In the first session, the members of the public had an opportunity to question the Consultants and the Portfolio Holder and this gave Members an informative chance to hear scrutiny conducted by citizens, who felt strongly about a subject, in a reasoned but non-combative way.


 


With the community in mind, it’s my view that this might be a pointer to consideration of public engagement as a tool of improvement (say at workshops) and increased input from those who use the Council’s services. 





The Committee was frustrated during the Budget process period because many reports couldn’t be fully scrutinised as some of the necessary information was not available. As a result, a Special Meeting had to be held in January. It was accepted that some of this delay was caused by external delays.





Overall, the Committee has been well served by officers and it is recognised that the large volume of work undertaken by Council staff has enabled the Committee to carry out its functions to a satisfactory degree.
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