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REPORT FOR CABINET
       

22 April 2008

TITLE OF REPORT:  Review of Overview and Scrutiny Function in      Gateshead Council 
   
REPORT OF: 
Roger Kelly, Chief Executive

Purpose of the Report 

1.
Cabinet is asked to endorse the recommendations made following the review of the overview and scrutiny function of the Council and recommend them to Council for approval.

Background 

2. The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 aims to strengthen the role of local authority scrutiny.  In Gateshead, Vision 2030, the Sustainable Community Strategy, and the Local Area Agreement have accelerated partnership working and give the Council and Gateshead Strategic Partnership a range of opportunities to further develop the role of scrutiny as a service improvement tool.  

3. A review of the current scrutiny arrangements in Gateshead Council was undertaken to examine how effective they are at present.  It also considered the implications for scrutiny arising from the changing national and local context to ensure that scrutiny remains to be effective in the future.  Councillors and partners were consulted as part of the review.

4. The review found that Gateshead Council has a well established scrutiny process that is valued and contributes to achieving real outcomes for local people.  The work programmes consist of policy reviews, performance monitoring, case studies and other functions that scrutinise council service provision.  OSCs are open, accountable and constructive. The structure of the committees means that members examine the broader cross cutting issues that are not structured around Council services.
5. The review also found that the scrutiny function could be strengthened to ensure that it remains to be effective and robust in the future and able to respond to national and local changes.  
Proposals
6.
Twenty recommendations for improvement have been identified.  These are grouped under five themed areas:

i. What does Scrutiny Scrutinise - Work Programme

ii. Communicating the decision making framework 
iii. Involvement of stakeholders
iv. Support to Councillors
v. Support to Officers
7. 
It is proposed that Cabinet agrees to the recommendations at Appendix 1 and recommends them to Council for approval.

Recommendations

8.
It is recommended that Cabinet:

(i) Agrees to the recommendations in Appendix 1.

(ii) Recommends these to Council for approval.  

9. 
For the following reasons:

(i) To ensure that scrutiny remains to be effective in the future

(ii) To support the Council in its place shaping role to achieve Vision 2030 and ensure effective monitoring of the Local Area Agreement.

CONTACT:  Lindsay Kirkley  extension: 2794

PLAN REF: 2288

Appendix 1
Policy Context

1.   The proposals support the vision for Gateshead as set out in the Sustainable Community Strategy Vision 2030 and the six Big Ideas.  

2. The proposal supports the Council’s Corporate Plan and in particular supports achievement of the Corporate Priority for ensuring a sustainable Gateshead by collaborating to deliver high quality services through the Gateshead Strategic Partnership and with other public, private and voluntary sectors and ensuring best use of resources to deliver value for money and long term financial sustainability.  

Background

3. The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 aims to strengthen the role of local authority scrutiny.  In Gateshead, Vision 2030, the Sustainable Community Strategy, and the Local Area Agreement have accelerated partnership working and give the Council and Gateshead Strategic Partnership a range of opportunities to further develop the role of scrutiny as a service improvement tool.  
4. Scrutiny panels were first set up in Gateshead Council in 1999 as part of the move to a Cabinet system.   In May 2002 the Overview and Scrutiny Committees (OSCs) were established with the statutory powers given to them by The Local Government Act 2000.  The structure was altered in 2004 to take into account changing priorities and to balance the work programmes of each committee.  There are now five OSCs, which between them cover all the Council’s services: 
· Corporate Vitality

· Healthier Communities

· Children and Young People

· Sustainable Communities - People

· Sustainable Communities - Place

5.
Between them the committees have undertaken 20 reviews and have made 320 recommendations for improvement. 
6.
OSCs contribute to the policy making process and drive improvement forward by:
· reviewing policies 

· scrutinising Best Value reviews 

· examining issues in the Cabinet's forward plan 

· reviewing information on the performance of services.
7.
OSCs monitor Cabinet decisions and hold decision makers into account. They can question decisions yet to be implemented and ask the decision maker to think again. They also hold reviews into matters concerning local people.  Scrutiny gives members the opportunity to develop ideas and solutions to problems and issues.  OSCs help to highlight good work as well as challenge poor performance. The Council’s Constitution makes it clear that scrutiny is expected to be a constructive process; an integral part of the Council’s framework, working within it not outside it, enhancing rather that duplicating activity and looking outwards to broader issues affecting local people.
8.
The current Council scrutiny arrangements and processes have been recognised as a strength.  The 2006 Corporate Assessment described scrutiny in Gateshead as “effective” with a “robust framework”.    

9. What are Council’s current Scrutiny Powers?

· Power to investigate any matter which affects the area (Local Government Act 2000)

· Power to scrutinise NHS services and health issues (Health and Social Care Act 2001)

· OSC members can add items to the OSC meeting agendas

· OSCs can request information from Cabinet members or Council officers relevant to issues they are considering

10. What are Council’s New powers?

The new powers set out in the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act aim to strengthen the role of local authorities as local leaders and place shapers.  The also aim to enhance the role of councillors outside of the executive arrangements and improve accountability of not only the Council, but also other local public service providers to local people.  Changes include:

· Partner organisations have new ‘duty to cooperate’ in relation to Local Area Agreement (LAA).  Appendix 2 sets out partners named in the Act

· OSCs can scrutinise L AA targets 

· OSCs have power to require information from partner organisations signed up to LAA targets

· Requires partners to ‘have regard to’ scrutiny recommendations which relate to a relevant local improvement target

· The Act requires local authorities to make arrangements that enable all councillors to refer any local government matter to the OSC which is relevant to the functions of the Committee

· Councillor Call for Action (CCfA) will give councillors the power to determine issues that are CCfAs and can refer them to the appropriate OSC.  CCfAs may cover any local government matter relating to any function of the authority and affecting the councillor’s ward or constituents (there are exceptions such as planning and licensing)

11. Scope

The review set out to examine the following: 

· How effective scrutiny currently is in Gateshead

· The potential impact of recent government proposals regarding scrutiny

· The changing local context including Vision 2030, the Local Area Agreement and development of Area Forums 

· What scrutiny in Gateshead should scrutinise and how should the Council scrutinise.  

· Role of elected members and support given to scrutiny  

· Are the current scrutiny arrangements robust enough for the future?

12.  
Methodology

· Review group consisting of representation from across the Council undertook the review on behalf of the Council.  

· Focus groups with Chairs and Vice Chairs of OSCs, five focus groups for all members and a Members Seminar (49 members)

· Interviews with Chief Executive, Group/ Strategic Directors and Directors 

· Focus groups with partner organisations

· Drew on Government guidance, research and best practice. 

The review considered the following themes: 

13
What does/ should scrutiny scrutinise in Gateshead?

The Council has a range of new opportunities to strengthen scrutiny.  This includes expanding the involvement of others, improving the focus of the work of the OSCs so that they achieve better outcomes and connecting scrutiny more closely to the Gateshead Strategic Partnership, corporate priorities, Area Forums and local people.  If local authorities are to act as local leaders and as ‘place shapers’, its role in scrutinising services beyond council provision becomes more important. The role of the Council scrutinising partner organisations in relation to agreed performance targets in the LAA was explored as part of the review. 

14. 
How does/ should scrutiny scrutinise in Gateshead?

The Council and its partners are moving towards working more closely with neighbourhoods through Area forums.  The relationship between Area Forums and OSCs will need to be explored further.  The review identified potential issues relating to scrutiny arising from the restructure of the GSP.  The Council will need to ensure that OSCs are appropriately equipped in terms of a robust structure as well being flexible enough to accommodate different needs of local communities and partners and to respond to their growing role.  

15. 
Role of elected members and support given to scrutiny  

This theme examined how elected members are being supported in their scrutiny role and how this could be improved.  In addition it evaluated the role of officers and the support provided to the scrutiny process itself.  

16.
Is scrutiny making a difference? 
The review analysed the impact that scrutiny has made so far as well as assessing how we can improve the way that we monitor short term and long term outcomes of scrutiny work and the contribution of scrutiny to achieving the vision for Gateshead.
17.
Are the current scrutiny arrangements robust enough for the future?

The current scrutiny arrangements were examined to determine how far these can accommodate the emerging issues and whether the framework will need to evolve to ensure that scrutiny is used to its full potential.  This review also considered the most appropriate structure and arrangements needed to make the most of the new opportunities.
18. 
Initial findings

Gateshead has an established scrutiny process.  Each OSC has a structured Work Programme which has been developed by the OSC and agreed by the Committee and Council.  Work programmes consist of policy reviews, case studies, performance monitoring and other functions that scrutinise council service provision.  OSCs are open, accountable, constructive and non-confrontational. The structure of the committees means that members examine broader cross cutting issues that are not structured around Council services. 

19.
Other strengths of scrutiny in Gateshead include:

· Engaging with partner organisations such as the Primary Care Trust, local universities and public transport providers

· Involvement of local people and businesses e.g. the Community Network, Gateshead Youth Assembly and Nexus

· Being flexible and open to new ways of working such as through the review of Older People’s Services where a new and time limited OSC was set up and which included representatives from the Older People’s Forum.  

· Development of innovative approaches to scrutiny including visits, speed debating and intergenerational work.

· Scrutiny contributes to the ongoing personal development of members and is helping many to forge new roles as community champions.  
· Improvements made as direct result of scrutiny include; Development of a Fair Trade policy and practices that have helped Gateshead to become a Fair Trade Town; increased choice of accommodation for older people that is appropriate to their needs; and more support for boys to help them to close the gender educational attainment gap.  
The Way Forward

20.
The following key themes were identified following analysis of evidence:

(i) What does Scrutiny Scrutinise - Work Programme

(ii) Communicating the decision making framework 
(iii) Involvement of stakeholders
(iv) Support to Councillors
(v) Support to Officers
i. What does Scrutiny Scrutinise? Work programme

· OSCs should continue to focus on the big issues that affect local people 

· The work programme is a strength and helps OSCs to plan work.

· Performance reporting is too frequent (quarterly for 6 week meeting cycle) 

· Consideration is needed on the work that should be undertaken with OSC Chairs and Vice-Chairs between Committee meetings  

	Recommendations

	i. Work programmes to be broadened to include Vision 2030, the LAA and partnership working generally (ie partners at Appendix 2 GSP, City Regions and Multi Area Agreements, delivery vehicles such as the City Development Company).   

ii. In order to achieve this, the work programme will need to be reconfigured.   The frequency of Corporate Plan performance reporting and monitoring should be reduced (6 monthly instead of quarterly) to accommodate this. 

iii. Delivery of the LAA should be scrutinised by OSC.  Streamline and join up the process of performance reporting of the LAA and the Corporate Plan.   

iv. Review the balance of workload between each OSC. Scrutiny of health matters relating specifically to children and young people to be included within the remit of the Children and Young People OSC rather than the Healthier Communities OSC in order to provide a more holistic approach.  The Healthier Communities OSC will retain an overview of health overall and there will be opportunities for joint working on cross cutting health issues.

v. Increased (and structured) work in between meetings with Chairs, Vice Chairs and lead officers.

vi. Widen approach taken to developing the work programmes by consulting partner organisations before work programmes are agreed.  Pilot scheme for seeking suggestions from local people for scrutiny reviews through Council News.   




ii. Communicating the decision making framework

· Advisory Groups viewed as a particular strength by both elected members and officers and are unique to Gateshead.  They enable councillors to consider and debate emerging policy issues following a request from Cabinet, and advise on policy issues accordingly.

· The local context is changing and the Council is moving towards working more closely with neighbourhoods through Area Forums and is also looking at working with partners from neighbouring local authority areas. 
· The roles and relationships between the Council’s decision making bodies need to be communicated, particularly as the role of scrutiny evolves

· It was important that scrutiny was able to demonstrate that it is making a difference to local people’s lives.  Further consideration of how we can measure and demonstrate the positive impact on local people is needed.

Recommendations

vii. Communicate the different roles and relationship between Cabinet, OSC, Area Forums, GSP themed Partnerships and Scrutiny as set out in Appendix 3

viii. Identify guidelines for mechanisms and protocols for raising issues at OSC from Area Forums and Themed Partnership and vice versa

ix. Identify guidelines for mechanisms and protocols for Cabinet Member attendance and engagement at OSC

x. Develop a clearer tracking process to assess the impact of scrutiny on local people and identify new ways of highlighting our successes

iii. Involvement of Stakeholders

Local People

· Principles and protocols for involving others in developing the role of scrutiny is crucial, and this engagement should be ongoing to ensure that scrutiny remains an effective service improvement tool Works well in reviews, particularly during OSC site visits

· Scrutiny needs to be able to involve all local people including those who are ‘hard to reach’.

· More creative thought is needed about how we can get local people involved including potential for different models of involvement 

Partners

· Those with prior experience of scrutiny viewed it positively as method of reviewing policy and identifying ways to improve, particularly in relation to cross cutting issues
· Scrutiny works well where partners have been involved especially and there is a shared sense of importance and benefit and where reviews had been ‘jointly commissioned’ e.g. Health Inequalities Review 
· Relationships need to be built up with organisations that are outside of the duty to co-operate if the Council is to become an effective place shaper and way to involve others will need to be identified and tested. 
· Establish performance management relationship with partners.  Support and perhaps take a phased approach with partners testing out processes, particularly for partners new to scrutiny.  
· Potential issues around capacity need to be looked at particularly in relation to the work programme to ensure that partners were able to contribute effectively to the process 
Recommendations

xi. Improve support to partner organisations and local people involved in the scrutiny process, including briefings, workshops and more focussed preparation where appropriate

xii. Review protocols for involving partners and local people in the scrutiny process, build more flexibility within OSCs to enable greater involvement of local people and partners and pilot different methods of involvement across the OSCs both in the development of work programmes and in undertaking scrutiny e.g. joint commissioning of reviews with named partners; more co-opting external representatives for time limited reviews 

xiii. Develop principles for partner involvement in scrutiny with regard to scrutiny of the Local Area Agreement and agree these with partners

xiv. Use Viewpoint to influence the Scrutiny work programme

iv. Support to Councillors

Supporting the Scrutiny Role

· It was felt that OSC members would benefit from having additional officer support by forging a greater scrutiny element within the existing role of officers at senior at other levels 

· It was felt that officers would benefit from more training on scrutiny and on understanding corporate procedures and the roles and responsibilities of elected members.  

Personal Development

· More support should be given to members through personal development and through support from officers in terms of reports, briefings and presentations that are appropriate to members.  

· Councillors highlighted the need to learn more about different scrutiny tools and techniques as the role of scrutiny develops

· It was also felt that councillors would benefit from further briefings when OSCs consider the work of partner organisations

Recommendations

xv. Meeting for Chairs and Vice Chairs between OSC meetings to support and steer development of scrutiny work programmes

xvi. More support to Chairs and Vice Chairs through a ‘Senior Management Team’ for scrutiny.  This ‘team’ will provide guidance to the scrutiny process and work programme, ensuring the appropriate connection and ‘join up’ to the overall decision making framework of the Council and GSP.  This ‘Team’ will be supported by officers who have a clear scrutiny role within their existing remit 

xvii. Develop a new officer role for the co-ordination of scrutiny across the Council

xviii. Develop a training and development package for members including:

 - Critical analysis, constructive challenge, investigative training

 - Background support where appropriate for specific reviews/ topics within  remit of OSCs

xix.
Develop a protocol, principles and guidance with elected members  for Councillor Call for Action

v. Support to officers

· Senior officers were clear about their role in terms of scrutiny, however it was felt that other officers were not often involved in scrutiny processes and therefore they would benefit from more training on scrutiny and on understanding corporate procedures and the role and responsibilities of elected members.  

	· Recommendations

	xx. Improve training and development of officers and organisations involved in the scrutiny process: 

· More exposure to scrutiny function

· Presentation skills

· Report writing skills

· Guidance / workshops on Reviews and Case Studies 


Consultation

21.
The Cabinet Member for Corporate Vitality and Sustainable Communities has been consulted.  49 councillors were engaged through focus groups and a Members Seminar.  In addition two focus groups were held with partner organisations including: Nexus, South of Tyne PCT, Job Centre Plus, the Arts Council and Sport England.  The draft final report has been approved by all five of Gateshead’s Overview and Scrutiny Committees.
Alternative Options

22.
The recommendations will enable the Council to make the most of new opportunities and further develop the role of scrutiny to improve services for local people.


Implications of Recommended Option 
23.
Financial Implications – The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms that there are no financial implications arising from this report.  

24.
Risk Management Implication – There are no risk management implications associated with this report.

25.
Human Resources Implications   – There are no Human Resources implications associated with this report.

26.
Equality and Diversity Implications – The recommendations recognise and attempt to address the need to improve the way the Council engages with all communities through the scrutiny process.

27.
Crime and Disorder Implications –More effective scrutiny will contribute towards further reducing crime and disorder.

28.
Sustainability Implications – More effective scrutiny arrangements will contribute towards achieving a more sustainable Gateshead.

29.
Human Rights Implications – There are no Human Rights implications associated with this report.

30.
Area and Ward Implications –The new arrangements apply across the Borough and will help to strengthen links to all Area Forums.

31.
Background Information

· Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007
· Local Government White Paper – Strong and Prosperous Communities  

Local Government and Public Involvement In Health Act 2007 - Duty to Co-operate Partners

· Arts Council

· The Broads Authority

· Chief Officer of Police

· District authorities

· English Heritage

· The Environment Agency

· Fire and rescue authorities

· Health and Safety Executive

· The Highways Agency

· Jobcentre Plus

· Joint Waste Authorities

· Joint Waste Disposal Authorities

· The Learning and Skills Council in England

· Local Probation Boards

· Metropolitan Passenger Transport Authorities

· Museums, Libraries and Archives Council

· National Park Authorities

· Natural England

· NHS Foundation Trusts

· NHS Health Trusts

· Police authorities

· Primary Care Trusts

· Probation Trusts and other providers of probation services

· Regional Development Agencies

· Sport England

· Transport for London

· Youth Offending Teams
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