CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

THURSDAY 31 MARCH 2005 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor Guest (Chairman), Councillors C S Bowman (as substitute for Councillor Joscelyne), Mrs Bradley, Glover, Jefferson, Mrs Prest, Ms Quilter and Mrs Styth.

ALSO

PRESENT:

Dr Stephanie Snape of Warwick Business School would be observing the Committee.

Councillor Mrs Prest (Vice-Chairman) took the Chair.

CROS.20/05
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillor Joscelyne and Dr Gooding (Executive Director).

CROS.21/05
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

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

CROS.22/05
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETINGS

The Minutes of the meetings held on 13 January and 17 February 2005 were agreed as a correct record of the meetings and signed by the Vice-Chairman.

CROS.23/05
CALL-IN OF DECISIONS

There were no matters which were the subject of call-in.

CROS.24/05
WORK PROGRAMME

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

· Emergency Plan Review – following the Boscastle floods the Government Office for the North West (GONW) had for the first time produced a learning report.  That approach had also been adopted here in Carlisle with a streamlined process for de-briefs having been determined.   GONW was scheduled to complete its draft report by the end of April. Mr Mallinson would include a City Council Action Plan with that report for submission to the Committee at its first meeting of the new Municipal Year.

· Performance Monitoring – data inputting covering a whole quarter had been lost as a result of the floods.  As yet no definite date for submission of a report had been identified, but it could be expected in the early part of the new Municipal Year.

RESOLVED – That the work programme and the information provided by the Overview and Scrutiny Manager be noted.

CROS.25/05
MONITORING OF FORWARD PLAN ITEMS RELEVANT TO THIS COMMITTEE

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented report LDS.17/05 highlighting issues within the ambit of this Committee included within the Forward Plan of Executive Decisions for the period 1 April 2005 to 31 July 2005.

Mr Mallinson then explained the current status of each item.

Referring to KD.006/05 – Implementing Electronic Government (IEG) Statement 4, a Member expressed surprise and concern that the Head of Customer and Information Services had advised that the matter did not need to be programmed in for this Committee.  She considered such decisions to be a matter for Members and requested that Mr Mallinson pursue it with Mr Nutley upon his return to the office.  In response, Mr Mallinson undertook to action that request.

RESOLVED – (1) That the report be noted.

(2) That the Overview and Scrutiny Manager raise the concern highlighted above with the Head of Customer and Information Services with a view to ensuring that the Implementing Electronic Government Statement for 2005/06 was submitted to this Committee.

CROS.26/05
CORPORATE JOINT CONSULTATIVE MEETING

There was submitted the Minutes of the Carlisle City Council/Trades Union Bi‑Monthly Corporate Joint Consultative Meeting held on 15 December 2004.

RESOLVED – That the Minutes be noted.

CROS.27/05
STORM AND FLOOD DAMAGE – ASSET RECOVERY

The Head of Property Services presented report PS.04/05 advising the Committee of the damage caused to City Council assets as a consequence of the severe weather.

Appended to the report for consideration were the two main reports submitted to the Executive on the matter (PS.02/05 and PS.03/05).   Copies of the Executive’s decision as regards Report PS.03/05 were circulated, namely –

“1.  That the report be noted and plan approved.

2. That the Head of Property Services be requested to submit a report to the Executive as a priority with a costed programme of works for Willowholme Industrial Estate.

3. That the City Council be requested to agree that the £200,000 previously earmarked for use at Kingstown Industrial Estate in 2005/06 be redirected for use at Willowholme Industrial Estate.

4. That the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee be advised upon the Council’s asset recovery and its links to the overall strategy.”

Mr Atkinson took Members through the Action Plan explaining each theme in turn. He believed that it was timely to recommend a special session of the Committee to discuss a holistic way forward.

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

(a) Referring to theme B – assist restoring confidence in the Willowholme Industrial Estate, a Member commented that the area remained at risk of flooding in the future and now may be the time to consider relocating business tenants elsewhere.  She further referred to decision 3 of the Executive and questioned whether the £200,000 identified could not instead be used by way of compensation if businesses were to be relocated.

Another Member questioned the legal implications should people not wish to move.

In response, Mr Atkinson referred to the public meetings, the most recent attended by Portfolio Holders, from which it was evident that the Willowholme Industrial Estate served a market and businesses wished to go back there.   

Mr Atkinson cautioned that a clear policy/strategy would have to be in place before any of the courses of action were considered as part of the overall review being undertaken.

(b) A Member referred to the resources which had been allocated via an Asset Investment Fund to spend in areas that business tenants wanted.   She questioned whether the £200,000 identified had to come from that pot of money and if that meant that work to Kingstown would not now be carried out.  The Member added that most of the necessary works following the flooding came under the Property Portfolio and she was particularly concerned to ensure that the Asset Investment Fund was used for the purpose for which it was intended.

Mr Atkinson replied that the allocation for 2003/04 and 2004/05 had been earmarked for Kingstown.  Although the £200,000 identified in the Executive decision above may well have gone to Kingstown it had not been so allocated.  The £200,000 was not flood related and represented work which should have been undertaken in any event.  £1m had been set aside in the Budget and was awaiting a Business Case being written.

(c) A Member referred to previous consideration given by the Council to the transfer of Talkin Tarn and questioned why a similar approach could not be adopted in this case.

The Head of Finance explained the principle behind the use of monies, commenting that if a Business Case for Willowholme was developed it would require to go forward to the Executive and ultimately the City Council.

The Member further questioned who would make that case.

Mr Atkinson agreed that there was a need to be more strategic in ensuring that appropriate money was set aside to repair the whole of the Council’s asset base.

(d) A Member asked that Overview and Scrutiny be involved in asset recovery in order that the Committee could work in tandem with the Executive on the matter. 

Mr Atkinson indicated that he welcomed discussions with Members of Overview and Scrutiny which was why he had suggested that a special session be arranged to consider the way forward.

(e) Members commented that it was opportune to consider improvements rather than merely repairs to property, in consultation with Community Groups, and stressed the need for a full options appraisal.

Mr Atkinson replied that time was of the essence since the insurers would not pay for review time.

(f) Referring to theme D, commentary D2 – review to link into Housing Strategy, Members questioned why it was timetabled from April – December 2005 and whether the Review of Homelessness was ongoing.

Mr Atkinson reported that the Hostel had been partly reinstated with plans to fully reinstate.  Mr Mallinson further advised that a workshop on Homelessness was scheduled to take place on 25 April 2005 at 10.00 am.

RESOLVED – (1) That the reports be noted and the observations of this Committee, as detailed at (a) – (f) above, be conveyed to the Executive.

(2) That a special session of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee be held on a date to be arranged following the Annual Council meeting.

CROS.28/05
CUMBRIA SUB-REGIONAL STRATEGY AND ACTION PLAN

The Executive had on 21 February 2005 considered a report from the Head of Strategic and Performance Services (SP.01/05) on the Cumbria Sub-Regional Strategy and Action Plan.  The decision of the Executive, as detailed in Minute EX.031/05, was –

“1. That as the Executive will shortly be redefining its corporate priorities a decision on prioritising the Sub-Regional Strategy objectives be deferred.

2.  That the report and Action Plan be referred to the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee for comment and a further report be submitted to a future meeting of the Executive.

The Head of Strategic and Performance Services presented the report, indicating that the Cumbria Sub‑Regional Strategy had been launched by the Cumbria Strategic Partnership (CSP) in October 2004 and was the result of more than a year of intensive consultation with more than seventy organisations in Cumbria and was particularly important as Cumbria was the only County in the UK experiencing economic decline.  The benefit of a Sub-Regional Strategy was that it raised the profile of the County’s needs at regional and, potentially, national level, which may increase future funding opportunities.

The Sub‑Regional Strategy was intended to be a twenty year Strategy for Cumbria, although some of the issues addressed within it were achieveable in the short term and some more aspirational.  

An Action Plan which aimed to ensure that the objectives of the Strategy were achieved was submitted. It was intended to be a short‑term delivery document, covering approximately twelve months.   The process was being co‑ordinated by the County Council, but all partners had contributed to the Strategy and were now developing the Action Plan in those areas where they were designated either as a lead or contributing organisation.

Carlisle City Council had been identified as the lead agency for a number of objectives, details of which were provided.  Those were all wholly consistent with the Council’s priorities as expressed in the Corporate Plan and should not incur any extra resource requirements.  The Council had also been identified as a contributor to many more objectives as detailed in the Action Plan and would need to be clear upon which it was prepared to commit resources.

Performance measures, timescales and key activities to progress the Action Plan were being developed in conjunction with partners and would be updated as they progressed.   A very important point to note was that the Action Plan was developed before the flood in Carlisle and it may therefore be that new priorities for Carlisle had emerged from that event and were not covered by the objectives listed.

Ms Hook sought Members’ views on how they would wish to be kept involved in the future development of the Strategy.

In considering the matter, Members raised the following concerns and observations -

(a) A Member commented that she felt completely in the dark as regards the matter.  She noted that the City Council had been identified as lead agency for a number of objectives, most importantly strengthen local communities, tackle health inequalities and promote healthy living and working, and expand and develop the further and higher education sectors in Carlisle and develop the Learning City brand.  It was vital that Members were involved, including back bench Members.

Another Member queried whether Officers had the capacity to undertake those 9 objectives given that some were very large concepts.  That point was particularly relevant in the aftermath of the floods and she suggested that the Council’s position should be rethought.

Members then asked that arrangements be made for a presentation/workshop session for all Members of the Council.  The session would require at least ½ a day and the Portfolio Holder should be invited. It would also be helpful if Officers from other agencies were invited so that Members could benefit from their input.

Ms Hook undertook to take the Members’ concern regarding capacity issues on board and to action the request for a presentation/workshop session.  She added that Gershon would require more partnership working and could also be linked in, together with Public Service Agreements.

(b) A Member referred to decision 1. of the Executive (EX.031/05 refers) which pointed to the way in which the matter had been handled.  She questioned who the Council’s representative was on the Cumbria Strategic Partnership, commenting that it would have been useful if that Member had been present at the meeting today.  Another Member added that a report back should have been provided.

(c) A Member expressed concern that Cumbria was the only County in the UK experiencing economic decline.

Ms Hook replied that Councillor Mitchelson was the Council’s representative.

RESOLVED – (1) That the observations of this Committee, as outlined above, be conveyed to the Executive.

(2) That the Head of Strategic and Performance Services be requested to make arrangements for a presentation/workshop session on the matter for all Members of the Council.

CROS.29/05
RISK MANAGEMENT POLICY

There was submitted report of the Executive Director (CE.06/05) presenting for consultation the draft Risk Management Policy.  The matter had been considered by the Executive on 24 March 2005 (Minute EX.054/05 refers), and was scheduled to go back before the Executive for further consideration on 18 April 2005 before being submitted to Council on 3 May 2005.

Members noted that Dr Gooding had been called away from Carlisle on urgent business was not in attendance at the meeting.   It was therefore moved that consideration of the matter be deferred. 

RESOLVED – That consideration of report CE.06/05 be deferred.

CROS.30/05
FLOOD EMERGENCY – FINANCIAL UPDATE MARCH 2005

The Head of Finance presented report FS.57/04 providing a summary of the emergency and recovery expenditure following the January floods.

Mrs Brown reported that to date the cost of the loss to the City Council was estimated at in the region of £8m.  It was, however, important to note that the scale of the recovery work was such that it would be many months before a final position was known.

The report provided details of discussions with St Paul Travellers, the City Council’s insurers, over the 2005/06 renewal terms.  Whilst the insurer did not intend to withdraw or restrict the future flood cover, or amend any other parts of the policy cover or deductible (excess) levels, there was a non‑negotiable increased premium of approximately £85,000.  The Council’s insurance advisors, Marsh, had reviewed the terms and the recommendation was to renew the Council’s insurance for 2005/06 with St Paul Travellers.  That had now been done and the actual cost of increased premiums would be reported to a future meeting of the Executive.  The increased cost of the renewal could be met from the £1m set aside to meet initial costs of emergency expenditure.

St Paul Travellers had stated that they would like to be heavily involved in the Council’s update of the Business Continuity Plan and future risk limitation proposals.  Whilst any offer of assistance was welcome, the risk limitation measures proposed may well come at a price and would need assessing over the forthcoming weeks.

Mrs Brown further explained progress with the Council’s claim under the Government’s Bellwin scheme and that a bid was also being co-ordinated by the Government Office North West for European Union assistance to the flood affected areas.

The matter had been considered by the Executive on 24 March 2005 who had noted the report and that regular updates be submitted to future meetings of the Executive (Minute EX.052/05 refers),

Members were asked to note the current financial position and that regular updates would be provided to future meetings of the Committee.

In considering the report Members raised the following questions and observations –

(a) A Member noted that the Council had comprehensive insurance cover and congratulated Mrs Brown and Officers for ensuring that the Council’s position had been so well protected.

(b) The Council’s insurance premium for 2005/06 had increased as a result of the flood.   Members queried whether, once the improved flood defences were in place, the premium would be reduced.

Mrs Brown hoped that may be the case, but the most important point was that St Paul did not intend to withdraw or restrict the future flood cover.  She added that the increase in premium broke the current long-term agreement with St Paul which, under normal circumstances, would trigger a re‑tender exercise.  For a variety of reasons that way forward was not considered practical or desirable in the current circumstances.

(c) In response to a Member’s question Mrs Brown advised that insurance had also been in place to cover the personal belongings of staff.

(d) A Member queried whether the Council was likely to be successful in obtaining EU assistance.

Mrs Brown replied that a bid had been made to the Solidarity Fund but it was so small in relative terms that it was unlikely to be accepted.

(e) Members expressed concern at the impact flood recovery work may be having on staff resources and whether the Council would be able to meet its statutory deadline for the end of year accounts.  Members asked whether there was anything they could do by way of assistance.

In response, Mrs Brown indicated that the flood had had a significant impact and work was beginning to back up.  Attempts were being made to bring in assistance but it was not always easy to find suitably qualified people.

No exceptions would be given as regards deadlines and, if it became apparent that there was a significant problem, she would report back to the Committee.

RESOLVED – That the Committee noted the financial update which was very much appreciated.
CROS.31/05
REVISED STRATEGIC AUDIT PLAN AND AUDIT PLAN FOR 2005/06

The Audit Manager submitted report FS.56/04 providing details of the revised Strategic Audit Plan and the Audit Plan for 2005/06.

Mr Beckett presented the revised Audit Risk Assessment (attached at Appendix C to the report) which had been updated based on known changes since February 2003, findings arising from Audit reviews over the past two years, etc.    The authority’s external auditors had been consulted regarding that approach and the revised model had been submitted to and approved by the Executive Management Group.  Members were requested to consider and comment upon the Assessment  prior to its submission to the City Council for approval.

Members were further requested to approve Appendix D to the report, being the Internal Audit Plan for 2005/06 

Members then raised the following questions and observations –

(a) A Member noted that Internal Audit was currently located at Bousteads Grassing.  He asked whether that was problematic in planning terms and whether a date for their return to the Civic Centre had been identied.

Mr Beckett replied that the only difficulty was the distance between the two locations and that he was not aware of a definite date for their return to the building.

(b) Referring to the Internal Audit Plan 2005/06 a Member queried whether the contingency of 25 days was sufficient.

Mr Beckett explained that the contingency was designed to cover additional work which his Section may be asked to undertake.  Clearly it was very difficult to identify the number of days required, but the 25 days represented a fair estimate.

The Head of Finance added that the Section was also required to undertake work by external Audit and was judged on that, and therefore such external influences had also to be taken into account.

(c) Members noted that Appendix C detailed a heavy programme of audit reviews.  They asked whether Officers were confident that it could be completed.

Mr Beckett advised that if approximately 75% of the reviews were achieved then that would be standard for the profession.  

RESOLVED – That this Committee endorses the revised Audit Risk Assessment and approves the Internal Audit Plan for 2005/06 as appended to report FS.56/04.

CROS.32/05
BEST VALUE REVIEW OF REVENUES AND BENEFITS

The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services presented report RB.13/05 concerning the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services.

Mr Mason reported that, due to the significant impact of the floods on Revenues and Benefits administration, all resources had been targeted at flood recovery initiatives.   It had further been necessary to revise the Best Value Review timetable and work plan with the completion date delayed from 31 March 2005 to 30 August 2005.  That time delay also took account of other factors, details of which were provided.

Members’ attention was drawn to the revised work plan detailed at Appendix 1 to the report, together with the presentations/papers which would be available for scrutiny at the next meeting of the Committee.

Subject to Member scrutiny of the presentations/papers on 16 June 2005 (for which at least an hour would be required) a final draft Summary Report and Action Plan would be submitted for final scrutiny and agreement by the Committee on 28 July 2005.  

Members thanked Mr Mason and his team for the considerable amount of work undertaken since the floods.

RESOLVED – That the revised Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review Work Plan timetable, as detailed in Appendix 1 to report RB.13/05, be agreed.

[The meeting ended at 3.25 pm]

