OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

THURSDAY 29 JANUARY 2004 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor Jefferson (Chairman), Councillors Boaden, S Bowman (as substitute for Councillor Dodd), Bradley, Guest, Joscelyne (as substitute for Councillor Prest), E Mallinson and C Rutherford.

OSM.01/04
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

Apologies for absence were submitted on behalf of Councillors Dodd and Prest.

OSM.02/04
MINUTES

RESOLVED – The minutes of the meeting held on 6 November and 18 December 2003 were signed by the Chairman as a correct record.

OSM.03/04
MINUTES OF OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEES

The following minutes were submitted:

(a) Community Overview and Scrutiny - 17 December 2003

The Chairmen of the Community and the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committees commended the Committee Clerks for the minutes of the Post Foot and Mouth Disease Environmental and Health Matters Subject Review/Inquiry and the call-in on Parkhouse and North Carlisle Infrastructure Issues.

RESOLVED – That the minutes be noted.

(b) Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee – 8 January 2004  

There was discussion on the varying quality of Business Unit Plan monitoring reports which were being presented to Overview and Scrutiny Committees.  There was concern that, whilst the majority of reports to Overview and Scrutiny Committees are of a high quality, there are some instances where reports are inadequate and unacceptable. The criticisms were that some reports:

· are given verbally rather in a written format;

· are unclear or difficult to understand;

· do not include enough information 

· do not provide information which the Committee has requested on a previous occasion.

It was suggested that the situation should be examined by this Committee at the next meeting and if necessary the Town Clerk and Chief Executive should take action to ensure that all reports to Committee are to the same high standard. 

RESOLVED – That the quality of officer reports to Overview and Scrutiny Committees be an item on the agenda for the next meeting of the Management Committee, at which time the Chairmen of the Overview and Scrutiny Committees could comment on reports they had received.

With reference to Minute COS.13/04, Members were asked for their observations and comments on the best way for Overview and Scrutiny to consider creative ways to improve access barriers to the City’s collections.  These could include member input to the Development Plan, Overview and Scrutiny Workshops with front line service Managers and providers, or a report on creative alternatives to physical constraints which had been used in other parts of the country.

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager commented that the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee was seeking guidance on whether to :

· consider this matter when the Museum and Arts Service Development Plan was being produced and provide input to the Plan; or

· explore ways of progressing and improving access through a workshop style of meeting.

Members commented that similar problems were being faced by other local authorities in historic cities, in particular Cambridge was mentioned as a City which my have been held up as Best Practice in this area.

RESOLVED – (1)  That the Overview and Scrutiny Manager investigate what other local authorities in historic cities are doing regarding improving access to their buildings and this information could then be considered by the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

(2)  That the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee investigate this issue now, in order that it can inform and feed into the production of the Museum and Arts Service Development Plan.

(3)  That the Committee supports the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee’s request that the Executive write to the Department of Culture, Media and Sport to establish the national policy on physical adaptations in historical buildings and to ensure that the Council are not penalised if adaptations cannot be made because of the impact on structures of buildings.

(4)  That the minutes be noted

(c) Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee meetings  - 12 and 15 January 2004

The Chairman referred to Minute IOS.3/04 regarding the Call in on Parkhouse and North Carlisle Infrastructure Issues.  She commented that, as agreed at the Overview and Scrutiny Workshop on 26 January 2004, in future if a decision is called in by more than one Committee, a joint session should be held to question portfolio holders, officers and any external contributors.  This should be followed by each Committee meeting separately to determine its decision on the call-in.

In discussing the Parkhouse call-in and other previous call-ins, Members commented that the additional information provided at call-in meetings assisted the Committee to understand why the Executive had made certain decisions.  They suggested that the Executive should be asking in depth questions at their public meetings and there would then be written evidence in the minutes of how the Executive were reaching decisions.  If more written evidence was available, in minutes and reports, Members may not feel that they need to call-in some decisions.

In response to Members’ questions about the tracking of Executive responses to matters raised by Overview and Scrutiny Committees, the Overview and Scrutiny Manager advised that he would be reporting on this in detail in the Overview and Scrutiny Annual Report.  Under the current arrangements, if a matter is referred to the Executive by Overview and Scrutiny, an excerpt of the minutes of the Executive meetings reported back to the relevant Committee.

Members were concerned that the Executive often note the comments of Overview and Scrutiny Committees.  This was not considered to be an adequate response to issues which have involved in depth work and scrutiny on a cross party basis.  In some instances, Overview and Scrutiny Committees had referred matters back to the Executive for further clarification or response if they had merely “noted comments”.

RESOLVED – (1) That, in future if a decision is called in by more than one Committee, a joint session should be held to question portfolio holders, officers and any external contributors.  This should be followed by each Committee meeting separately to determine its decision on the call-in.

(2)  That the comments of the Committee on written evidence of Executive decisions, and Executive responses to matters raised by Overview and Scrutiny Committees, be forwarded to the Executive.

(3)  That the minutes be noted.

(d) Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee meeting – 12 January 2004 

Members commented that the Special Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee arranged for 11 February 2004 will clash with Development Control Committee site visits.  This makes it difficult for Members to participate in both meetings and clashes of meetings should be avoided if at all possible in the future.

RESOLVED – (1)  That every effort be made to avoid clashes of meetings in the future.

(2)  That the minutes be noted.

OSM.04/04
WORK PROGRAMME FOR OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEES

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager submitted the Work Programme for the Overview and Scrutiny Committees for 2003/04 and highlighted some specific items in the Programme:

(a)
Industrial Estates Policy Subject Review/Inquiry – this is in the Work Programme for the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee, but will probably require the involvement of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee, possibly by inviting the Chairman of the Committee to participate.

(b)
Transport – Modal Balance in Carlisle Subject Review/Inquiry – a special meeting of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee will be held on 9 February 2004.  This will involve a wide range of external inputs, including David Sheard, Cumbria County Council.

Members recorded their dissatisfaction with Association of Councillors courses or conferences which they had attended in their roles as Overview and Scrutiny members.

RESOLVED – That the Work Programme be noted.

OSM.05/04
MONITORING OF AND CHANGES TO THE FORWARD PLAN

The Overview and Scrutiny Manager presented Report LDS.07/04 informing Members of changes to the Executive’s Forward Plan for 1 January to 30 April 2004.

In response to a Member’s question on the Best Value Review of Risk Management and Health and Safety and Corporate Risk Register, the Overview and Scrutiny Manger explained the background to this matter.  The Review had been done in a number of phases, including Health and Safety procedures being developed and put in place and a Risk Register being a key outcome of the process.  The Review is now at the stage where it needs to be wrapped up in a final report to draw the matter to a conclusion.

With regard to the slippage on the Comprehensive Performance Assessment  (CPA) Action Plan, the Executive Director reported that it was closely linked to the prioritisation of the Corporate Plan and needs to run in tandem with the prioritisation process.  Elements of the CPA Action Plan e.g. Balancing Housing Markets and Child Protection Policy are being progressed.

Members commented that Overview and Scrutiny should be able to scrutinise the draft CPA Action Plan and that in each element of the Plan, it should be clearly stated with Head of Business Unit of Executive Director has responsibility.  The overall responsibility for the Action Plan and its implementation should lie with the Town Clerk and Chief Executive.

RESOLVED – That the Report be noted.

OSM.06/04
REGIONAL GOVERNMENT AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT REVIEW

With reference to Executive Decision EX.310/03, the Town Clerk and Chief Executive submitted Report CE.28/03 enclosing the Draft Recommendations for Unitary Local Government in Cumbria recently published by the Boundary Committee for England.  The Executive in December 2003 had considered the Draft Recommendations of the Boundary Committee and referred them for comment to all the Overview and Scrutiny Committees.  The three Overview and Scrutiny Committees had commented on the report and their comments had been considered by the Executive on 19 January 2004.

The Executive on 5 February 2004 will consider a report concerning a stage 3 response to the Boundary Committee’s proposals for the structure of Local Government in Cumbria should Regional Government be implemented.  The views of all 3 Overview and Scrutiny Committees will then be sought and will be considered at a special meeting of the Executive on 13 February 2004, prior to formal consideration of the matter at a special Council meeting on 20 February 2004.

The Executive Director reported that a public debate on the various options will be held on 17 February 2004.

RESOLVED – That the report be noted

OSM.07/04
SUPPORTING COMMUNITIES BEST VALUE REVIEW

With reference to IOS.17/04, when the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee had considered the Supporting Communities Best Value Review final report, the Executive Director presented report CE.03/04 outlining the key issues raised in the scoping exercise and seeking agreement that these have been satisfactorily addressed during the course of the Review and that they are now reflected and will be progressed further in the Improvement Plan.

The Best Value Review had been refocussed in June 2003 with a revised scope being developed in a Scoping Workshop and approved by the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 11 September 2003 (Minute reference IOS.73/03).

The Chairman of the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee commented that her only concern, which was shared by the Review Team, was that the Compare and Compete aspects were difficult due to the unique nature of the Review.

The following comments were then made:

· Key Issue 13 in the Improvement Plan – Consultation – there was concern that the performance monitoring arrangements for this key issue were assigned to the Supporting Communities Best Value Review Team and the Communications Team and effectively they would be monitoring their own performance.   The Executive Director reassured Members that the Infrastructure Overview and Scrutiny Committee would be the overall scrutineer of the whole Improvement Plan and an external consultant would also be involved in monitoring this key issue.

· The Review Team had been working closely with the Democratic Engagement Best Value Review Team, which had developed a new Consultation Strategy.

· A Member queried the monitoring arrangements for the Best Value Review, suggesting that it should not be left 6 months before it is reviewed.  The Overview and Scrutiny Manager advised that the 6 monthly monitoring proposed is in line with the policy previously approved for Best Value Reviews.  The Executive Director added that if there were problems, she would bring them to the attention of the Committee before the 6 month period elapsed.

· A Member suggested that it may have been beneficial if the Review Team had looked at the Raffles area in addition to Carlisle South.

RESOLVED – (1) That the progress and completion of the Supporting Communities Best Value Review be noted. 

(2)  That the key issues raised in the scoping exercise have been satisfactorily dealt with during the course of the Review.

(3)  That the outcome of the Review be referred to the Executive and subsequently to the City Council.

OSM.08/04
REVENUES AND BENEFITS BEST VALUE REVIEW

With reference to Minute OSM.64/03, the Head of Revenues and Benefits Services presented report RB.23/03 on the scoping of the Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review.

All the suggestions made by this Committee, by the Executive Management Team and by the Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review Working Group have been included in the scope, with the exception of this Committee’s suggestion that the Review investigates the possibility of the Unit’s Benefits Section contracting to undertake assessment work on behalf of Authorities with Benefit backlogs.  Unfortunately, the new trading provisions restricts trading by Councils to non-statutory services and benefits, as a statutory service is therefore precluded from the trading provisions.

The proposed scope for the Review was summarised as:

Aims/Terms of Reference – The aim of the Review is to turn a “good” performing Revenues and Benefits Service into an excellent service.  It will be measured by effectiveness and efficiency of service delivery and taking account of customer satisfaction and its contribution to the broader aims of the Council.

Key Issues for the Review – A desktop analysis of CPA and BFI inspections, benchmark information, customer satisfaction surveys and other preparatory work (including officer workshops) have influenced the key challenges for the Review.  The Review, whilst recognising the strengths and threats highlighted will concentrate on addressing areas of potential weakness and areas where the Unit can take advantage of opportunities to improve service provision.

Reporting Mechanism and Proposed Report Submission Dates – A Review timetable, including Overview and Scrutiny involvement, has been set.  Subject to the ambitious timetable being met, the final Best Value Report should be completed by March 2005.

Other areas covered in the Draft Scope – Stakeholder consultation, Research and Consultancy, Resources, Review Team Members, Review Challenges and Team Roles.

Mr Mason then answered Members’ questions on specific aspects of the Review.  He explained that reliance on IT had been recorded as a weakness as if the IT system goes down he has a number of staff who cannot progress any work and there is a need for a robust IT system.  

A Member suggested that the Review Team should be aware of a potential threat which may arise because of changes to some of the Post Office Savings Accounts, which could impact on collection rates.

In relation to the milestone dates for the Review, Mr Mason advised that a detailed timetable would be agreed by the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

The Chairman then commented that the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee should drive the Review and that this should be clearly stated at the outset.

RESOLVED – (1)  That the scope of the Review as outlined above be approved, subject to the inclusion of the comments of the Committee.

(2)  That the Review be referred to the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee to drive the Review, to provide the challenge and to scrutinise progress of the Review to the final report stage, timetabled for March 2005.

The meeting ended at 3.40pm

gh moh Commin 304 Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee 29 01 04

