CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE  - SPECIAL MEETING

TUESDAY 25 MAY 2004 AT 2.00 PM

PRESENT:
Councillor Guest (Chairman), Councillors Bradley, Joscelyne and Styth.

ALSO PRESENT:
Councillor Firth (Policy, Performance Management, Finance and Resources Portfolio Holder) attended part of the meeting.

CROS.71/04
APOLOGY FOR ABSENCE

An apology for absence was submitted on behalf of Councillor Stothard.

CROS.72/04
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

There were no declarations of interest.

CROS.73/04
DRAFT ASSET MANAGEMENT PLAN
The Head of Property Services presented report PS.09/04 attaching the draft Asset Management Plan for the current year.

He commented that the Plan had been a key document for the Council since its introduction through Government guidance in 2000/01.  He pointed out that the Audit Commission had returned to the Council to assess progress and were generally satisfied that the City Council were making good progress on asset management issues.

The content of the Plan would need to be changed to incorporate any new corporate priorities which may be agreed by the City Council on 1 June 2004.

Mr Atkinson also intended to consult with business stakeholders on the content of the Plan.

He was also undertaking an exercise to question why the Council owned specific assets and the outcome would be reported back to this Committee later in the year.

The Committee’s formal comments were invited for submission to the Executive.

Mr Atkinson then answered a number of Members’ questions relating to the Plan.

RESOLVED – 1.  That the Asset Management Plan be approved in principle, it being noted that the content of the Plan would be changed to incorporate any new corporate priorities which may be approved by the City Council on 1 June 2004.

2. That the Executive’s attention be drawn to the following specific issues:-

(a) The re-investment budget in respect of non-operational assets is considered to be poor pro rata the total value of assets and the Executive be requested to develop a firm long term strategic policy on re-investment;

(b) The Asset Management Plan could seek to identify surplus sites in Council ownership which could be released for small housing developments with affordable houses being built.  This could have implications for the developing Housing Strategy.

CROS.74/04
PERFORMANCE MONITORING – PROPERTY SERVICES

The Head of Property Services presented report PS.05/04 providing a summary of the work carried out by the Property Services Business Unit to date and monitoring performance against the Unit’s Business Plan.  The report also identified key issues and challenges facing the Unit over the months ahead, progress on Best Value, the achievement of performance against Best Value Indicators, Corporate issues, Key Decisions update and Budget update. 

The report had been considered by Corporate Management Team and amended to include their comments.

RESOLVED – That the report be noted.

CROS.75/04
DRAFT CAPITAL STRATEGY 2005/06 TO 2007/08

The Head of Finance presented report FS.9/04 attaching the Council’s draft Capital Strategy for the period 2005/06 to 2007/08.

The Capital Strategy had been a key document for the Council since its introduction through Government guidance in 2000/01.  The Capital Strategies for 2001/02 and 2002/03 had been judged to be ‘Good’ by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, as a consequence of which formal approval of future Strategies was no longer required.

It was, however, considered good practice to update the document annually to inform the Medium Term Financial Planning process and the draft Strategy was attached for Members’ consideration.

The Head of Finance further reported that the document would be updated to incorporate any new corporate priorities which may be agreed by the City Council on 1 June 2004.

There would also be amendments to include updates on financial projections, notably in relation to Right to Buy Sales receipts and the costs for the Council arising from clearing the Council pension fund deficit.

The Committee’s formal comments were invited for submission to the Executive.

RESOLVED – That the draft Capital Strategy 2005/06 to 2007/08 be noted so far as this Committee is concerned.

CROS.76/04
DRAFT MEDIUM TERM FINANCIAL PLAN 2005/06 TO 2007/08

The Head of Finance presented report FS.7/04 attaching for consideration the Council’s Medium Term Financial Plan covering the period 2005/06 to 2007/08.

She pointed out that the Government may expect Local Authorities to achieve efficiency savings of 2½% in 2005/06 and that, as a result, the settlement for Local Authorities under the revenue support grant was likely to be tight this year.  In addition, investment income projections would need to be reviewed, the inflation target of 2½% may need to be reassessed as 2% and the pay increase figure of 3% may need adjusting in the light of any pay settlement.  

The Medium Term Financial Plan was a key policy document to guide the Council’s forward financial planning process and the Committee’s formal comments were invited for submission to the Executive.

RESOLVED – 1. That the draft Medium Term Financial Plan 2005/06 to 2007/08 be noted.

2.  That it is noted that three year costed Business Plans are to be developed for each Business Unit to demonstrate how corporate priorities and targets will be achieved and services developed within a strategic framework.  This Committee considers that the Executive should ensure that these Plans are progressed to a specific timetable.

CROS.77/04
DRAFT CORPORATE CHARGING POLICY 2005/06 TO 2007/08
The Head of Finance presented report FS.8/04 attaching for consideration the Council’s draft Corporate Charging Policy for the period 2005/06 to 2007/08.

The Corporate Charging Policy was a key document for the Council, providing guidance on the Council’s approach to charging for services.  The Committee’s formal comments were invited for submission to the Executive.

RESOLVED – That this Committee considers that the Policy places the onus on Business Unit Heads to justify the level of increase in charges having regard to corporate priorities, costs and subsidies and income generation.  This Committee is of the opinion that these issues are for Executive Portfolio Holders to give clear guidance to Business Unit Heads prior to the annual review of fees and charges being undertaken and recommend that the Policy be amended to reflect this.

CROS.78/04
SELF-CERTIFICATED ABSENCE
Pursuant to Minute CROS.46/04, the Head of Member Support and Employee Services presented report ME.12/04 concerning certain aspects of self‑certificated absence.

Mr Williams explained that self certification of sickness absence covered absences up to and including seven days and that 80% of sickness within the Authority was self certified.

A study had been made of self certificated absence occurring on either side of the May Day Bank Holiday on 5 May 2003.  It showed that there were a total of 119 occasions of self certificated absence in the month of May 2003 and, of those, 8% coincided with the Bank Holiday weekend.  That fell below what might be expected for the number of weekends in that month and would indicate that no significant problem existed with self certificated absence at Bank Holidays.

Members noted the position and Mr Williams confirmed that the recently adopted Attendance Management Policy did require staff to contact their line manager if they were absent through sickness.  Staff were also required to complete a sickness declaration form and have a return to work interview with their line manager.

Mr Williams considered that the new Policy was beginning to have a positive impact on the level of staff sickness as there had been a reduction from 13.1 days to 12.8 days in the latest performance indicator figures.

RESOLVED – That the report be noted.

CROS.79/04
CORPORATE COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE ANNUAL REPORT
The Customer Services Technical/Administrative Officer presented report CIS.02/04 reviewing the operation and monitoring of the Corporate Complaints procedure for the tenth year of its existence.  

Informal complaints received by Corporate Complaints had increased five fold since 2001/02.  There were a number of factors which could have contributed to this, not all negative.

There had been a number of complaints about difficulties in contacting Revenues and Benefits Services by telephone.  As a result, a pilot scheme was being undertaken to identify resources needed to ensure 75% of all telephone calls are answered in 18 seconds.  Additional lines are currently being staffed at all times by Council Tax and Housing Benefit staff and two scheduled mailings will test out the adequacy of the improved support.

There was still some confusion with former Council house tenants as to where and how to lodge complaints.  Both Customer Services and Corporate Complaints hold details of literature on the complaints procedure for the Carlisle Housing Association.

There had been slightly less formal complaints than last year with one Board of Arbitration, the same as last year.  Complaints dealt with by the Ombudsman were at the same level as last year with no maladministration or local settlement decisions.  Fewer complaints went directly to the Ombudsman without using the Corporate Complaints system first.

A Member suggested that Business Unit Heads may usefully be invited to suggest reasons for the number of complaints against their particular Units, although it was recognised that there would be variances in the number of complaints across the Business Units depending on the level of customer contact.

RESOLVED – (1) That the information contained in the report be noted.

(2) That the additional monitoring of Corporate Complaints undertaken for 2003/04 as required by the Council’s Equal Opportunities Policy and Racial Equality Scheme be noted.

CROS.80/04
FINANCIAL SERVICES BUSINESS PLAN PERFORMANCE MONITORING REPORT 2003/04
The Head of Finance presented report FS.10/04 providing a summary of the work carried out by the Financial Services Business Unit for 2003/04 and monitoring performance against the Unit’s Business Plan.  Details of key issues and challenges facing the Unit were also provided, together with progress on Best Value, the achievement of performance against Best Value Indicators, Corporate issues, Key Decisions update and Budget update. 

The report had been considered by Corporate Management Team on 17 May 2004 and had been amended, where appropriate, to include their comments.

RESOLVED – That the Financial Services Business Plan Monitoring Report be noted.

CROS.81/04
STRATEGIC AND PERFORMANCE SERVICES BUSINESS PLAN PERFORMANCE MONITORING REPORT
It was noted that the Business Plan performance monitoring report in respect of the Strategic and Performance Services Business Unit had not been available in time to comply with the statutory publication deadline.  The matter would be included for consideration at the next meeting of the Committee.

RESOLVED – That the position be noted.

CROS.82/04
REVENUES AND BENEFITS BUSINESS PLAN PERFORMANCE MONITORING REPORT

The Head of Revenues and Benefits presented report RB.2/04 detailing progress against the Revenues and Benefits Business Plan during the period  1 April to 31 March 2004.  Details of key developments and challenges faced by the Unit were provided, together with progress on Best Value, the achievement of performance against Best Value Indicators, Corporate issues, Key Decisions update and Budget update. 

The report had been considered by Corporate Management Team and amended to include their comments as appropriate.

The Head of Revenues and Benefits was pleased to report that the performance indicators for Council Tax collection levels at 97% and NNDR collection levels at 99.2% were the best ever recorded by the Authority and were in the top quartile nationally.

Performance on processing new Housing Benefits claims was improving and the pilot on identifying resources needed to improve telephone access to Council Tax and Housing Benefit claimants should also improve the service.

Members noted that further options had been made available to the public to pay Council Tax and that these were subject of review as part of the ongoing Best Value Review.  The Chairman considered that payment of Council Tax through Post Offices was creating long queues at Post Offices.

RESOLVED – That the Revenues and Benefit Services’ Business Plan Monitoring Report be noted.

CROS.83/04
CUSTOMER AND INFORMATION SERVICES PERFORMANCE MONITORING REPORT

The Customer Services Manager presented report CIS.01/03 providing a summary of the work carried out by the Customer and Information Services Business Unit and monitoring performance against 2003-04 Business Plan targets.  Details of key issues and challenges that faced the Unit over the next few months were also provided, together with progress on Best Value, the achievement of performance against Best Value Indicators, Corporate issues, Key Decisions update and Budget update. 

The Customer Services Manager commented that the implementation of the e-government agenda and the Customer Contact Centre project were the main challenges facing the Unit at present.

RESOLVED – That the Customer and Information Services Business Plan Monitoring Report be noted.

CROS.84/04
BUSINESS PLAN PERFORMANCE MONITORING REPORT – LEGAL AND DEMOCRATIC SERVICES BUSINESS  UNIT

The Head of Legal and Democratic Services presented report LDS.22/04 providing a summary of the work carried out by the Legal and Democratic Services Business Unit and monitoring performance against the Unit’s Business Plan.  Details of key issues and challenges that faced the Unit over the next few months were also provided, together with progress on Best Value, the achievement of performance against Best Value Indicators, Corporate issues, Key Decisions update and Budget update. 

The report had been considered by Corporate Management Team and amended to include their comments.

The Head of Legal and Democratic Services further reported that, whilst the computerisation of the Land Charges Register and Systems had been successfully installed and was now ‘live,’ there had been slippage on data capture work to computerise the Land Charges Register because of long term sickness within the Unit.

The introduction of a Committee Management System had also been delayed due to clarification of the work being undertaken by Capita on the e-government part of the Customer Contact Centre contract to ensure that there was no overlap or incompatibility in potential systems.  These issues had now been resolved.

He also pointed out that the forthcoming European and Local Elections was having a significant impact on the workload of the Electoral Registration Section.

RESOLVED – That the Legal and Democratic Business Plan Monitoring Report be noted.

[The meeting ended at 3.45pm]

