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INTRODUCTION

Background

The assessment and improvement framework is part of the overall police authority improvement programme which was established by the APA in 2001.  The framework has been developed to help police authorities demonstrate that they are focused and clear about where they provide added value to policing in their area, measure their performance, and are an effective link between the police service and the public they serve.

The main aims of the self assessment process is to :

· aid authorities to continuously improve and 

· identify areas of good practice that, in the longer term, can assist police authority development

Northumbria Police Authority (NPA) along with the following six police authorities piloted a draft framework between June – October 2003 

· Devon and Cornwall

· Wiltshire 

· Essex

· Greater Manchester

· North Yorkshire

· South Yorkshire 

As part of the pilot process each authority agreed to assess the process against a number of key areas to determine the suitability of the assessment and improvement framework and identify whether it was “fit for purpose”.   Feedback and comments from the pilots has resulted in a number of changes and improvements to the process and an updated version of the framework was launched at the APA conference on 4th November 2003. 

How the assessment works

Police Authorities were asked to consider, analyse and score the key functions of a police authority to assist in the development of an improvement plan. 

The assessment process is based upon the three corporate governance issues identified within the “Model Police Authority” previously agreed by the APA (see Annex 1). These key functions are: -

· Leadership and strategic planning   

· Community engagement


· Performance management                 

For each area, a number of key standards have been developed.  These standards correspond with the Authorities statutory roles and responsibilities and it is for each authority to assess their performance against these standards.

The two key areas to consider for each standard are:

1. What is the authority is currently doing to  try and achieve the standard, and what evidence demonstrates this activity?

2. What desired outcomes is the authority aiming to achieve to meet or develop this standard?

For the assessment to be as accurate and objective as possible the APA provided some guidance as to what might constitute evidence of successfully achieving the standards.  These are overall prompts and are not prescriptive. (since the pilot addition guidance has been drafted to help define desired outcomes).

The on-going aim of the assessment is to judge the impact and effectiveness of the authority and identify the areas that need development.  It is accepted that in some instances it is difficult to materially evidence a standard - this is particularly apparent when trying to describe an approach or style of leadership.  It is also recognised that these standards may not be, at any one time, appropriate or a key priority for an authority.  Although it is necessary to consider what activities the authority is currently undertaking – the key element is to assess whether the authority is actually achieving the outcomes.

Our methodology

Pilots were encouraged to develop their own methodology.  Northumbria Police Authority’s self assessment was prepared involving as wide a range of comments as possible.  

This gave the opportunity to come to a shared view about the current position of the authority, its achievements and identified gaps.

To undertake the assessment the authority:

· Used the evidence framework as a starting point with information being gathered and examined.  

· Analysed existing information from related exercises e.g. consultation with Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships (CDRPs) on NPA role as a “responsible authority”

· Held detailed discussions with: 

· individual Members of the Police Authority

· some of the Police Authority’s key stakeholders

· Police Authority Advisors

· Chief Constable

· employees

· Audit Commission

· Held a Members Seminar to scrutinise the strengths and weaknesses of the authority’s performance in each category, challenge the initial findings and obtain further views

· Requested District Audit to act as a critical friend and provide some external validation to the assessment

· Produced this self assessment report which includes an improvement plan 

The methodology was not intended to replicate existing assessment processes such as Audit Commission or HMIC inspections.  Where other consultation or research work has successfully identified strengths or areas for improvement this work has not been repeated.  Instead this report has enabled the authority to draw together previous findings.

External involvement

It is worth reinforcing that was a voluntary self assessment and not one conducted by external consultants.  However the APA recognised that there are advantages to seeking external involvement.  They suggested a range of roles including “critical friend” or the use of independent validators of the assessment to add some objective credibility to the findings.  NPA asked Audit Commission to be involved as a critical friend throughout the process and also to add an element of external validation.

Overall they were positive about the approach the NPA had taken to pilot the assessment and their comments have helped identify areas where progress can be made. 

The pilot

A meeting was held in October 2003 between the APA and the pilot authorities when experiences and possible improvements to the framework were discussed.  These included:

· the reduction in the number of standards

· the need for guidance on definitions of desired outcomes

· the modification of the scoring mechanism (whilst the scoring was useful in identifying gaps but has not been included as part of this report as, at the time of the pilot, the scoring was quite arbitrary and has since changed to a more quartile based approach).

· the framework should be used to inform a best practice database and not as a method to place police authorities in league tables.

The wide range of comments and experiences of the pilots has led to a series of modifications being made and a revised framework was launched at the APA conference at the beginning of November.

Undergoing a self assessment process is a recognised method of identifying improvement in organisations, businesses and public bodies and piloting the APA assessment framework has proved to be a useful experience. Discussions with the APA and other pilot authorities confirm that the framework is at an early stage in development but should be seen as a positive step forward for improving standards.

WHAT HAS THE SELF ASSESSMENT TOLD US?

The need to self assess and develop

The overarching theme that has emerged from undertaking this pilot is that Northumbria Police Authority is fully committed to its own continuous improvement and development.

Nationally police authorities need to be focussed and clear about where they provide added value to policing within their local area, measure performance and demonstrate that they are an effective link between the police service and the public they serve.

Furthermore, whilst the recent consultation paper “Policing: Building Safer Communities Together” recognises that there have been significant achievements to date it explores a range of issues to further reform the police service.  These issues along with the topics raised as part of the Civil Renewal Agenda are inextricably linked with a number of specific areas of direct relevance to Police Authorities.  These include expected progress to be made  in:

· Community engagement

· Dissemination of performance information

· Strengthening of accountability

Although the assessment confirmed a number of strengths it also highlighted the clear necessity to drive forward further development in order to maintain a high standard of service at a time of constant change and reform. 

What did the consultation tell us?

A number of specific consultation exercises were undertaken and the results of these along with the analysis of existing information have been used to inform the action plan.  

Overall the strengths and gaps identified were consistent with the analysis of the framework of evidence.  The main comments mentioned are shown below:

Perceived strengths of Northumbria Police Authority

· Well led and supported 

· Responsive to change and reacts positively

· Good communication and information flow between authority and force

· Open and transparent 

· A recognition that there is capacity to improve

· Support which is independent from the force - a good professional relationship between Members and Officers 

· A cohesive approach - joint vision and goals with Northumbria Police

· Experience and diversity of Members 

· High level of activity

Areas identified for development 

· Awareness and profile of Police Authority needs strengthening

· Community engagement needs improving

· The way the authority works needs modernising

· Best Value needs to be improved - a need to reduce bureaucracy

· Better communication between the NPA and all ranks of the force

Audit Commission 

The Audit Commission were asked to be involved as a critical friend throughout the process and also to add an element of external validation to the findings.

Overall they were positive about the approach that had been taken to pilot the self assessment framework.  Their comments have been helpful and have been used to identify areas of potential improvement.

The remainder of this report

The remainder of this report looks at the three individual areas of assessment of leadership and strategic management, performance management and community engagement.  It details what we assessed Northumbria Police Authority against, what we learnt and where further improvements can be made which is detailed in a plan for future work.

LEADERSHIP AND STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT

What did we assess ourselves against? 

The key themes of this corporate governance area are the clarity of the authority’s vision for policing, alignment of resources to realise that vision and how the authority delivers against its statutory responsibilities.  In order to do this the skills of Members must be utilised and there must be robust processes to safeguard resources.  The authority should be proactive, engaged in driving the planning process and be providing strategic direction across all of its responsibilities.  

The authority assessed: the extent to which it is directing and driving the strategic planning processes; the use of effective collaboration with other authorities and the internal controls to maintain financial stewardship.

What have we learnt - Strengths

Leadership

The evidence suggests that fundamentally the authority has strong leadership and strategic management and is responsive to change.  This is demonstrated by a clear planning framework which has been developed over a number of years.  There is a structured timetable for public consultation and a systematic approach to planning and development underpinned by an overriding culture of participation and collaboration.

Vision

The Police Authority vision is joint with the Chief Constable and is supported by joint values.  This vision forms the core of the Three Year Strategy and Local Policing Plan.  The consultation has suggested that one of the advantages of a joint vision is that there is a feeling of unity and cohesion – that whilst the authority and force have different roles and responsibilities they complement each other and positively work together.

Processes and systems

There are clear and agreed systems in place which take account of relevant ethical and legal frameworks.  

The strengths of the systems in place have been recognised by recent audits and inspections:  “Given the pace of change the police service faces nationally, and the various local initiatives underway, this has again been a demanding year for the Authority and Force. You have continued to perform well in the face of these challenges” District Audit January 2003.
Financial management

The evidence suggests that the Authority places great emphasis on sound financial management and value for money.  Robust and reliable mechanisms are in place to manage the element of risk.  Financial arrangements are regularly monitored with other performance information so that remedial action can be taken if appropriate.  The authority has a good working relationship with the Audit Commission and financial inspections are undertaken on an annual basis.  The last audit letter stated that “the Authority continues to manage its finances prudently, with sound control in the year”.  
Ethical behaviour

The authority shows clarity and transparency in the way in which it makes its decisions and has recently revised the Members Code of Conduct.

Expertise

Members have a clear understanding of their roles and responsibilities.  Taining and support is available to ensure Members have the appropriate skills, advice and information to be effective.

Best Value

Best Value has been incorporated into the planning process and the methodology is revisited on an annual basis to take into account external influences and internal experiences. Members have adopted an overarching, directive and strategic role and are able to participate in all the best value reviews. There is a consistent positive message from HMIC

· “The Authority and Force are demonstrating commitment towards Best Value”,  October 2001

· “The Authority and Force are demonstrating clear commitment and drive to make improvements to policing services.”  March 2003

Where can we make further improvements

Assessing ourselves to achieve continuous improvement

The last full review of the authority was in 1995 when nationally police authority roles and responsibilities increased, the number of members reduced and Chief Constables were given more flexibility. Since then the authority’s responsibilities have grown with Best Value, Crime and Disorder Act, Police Reform, the Civil Renewal agenda plus the modernisation of all public services.   It  is therefore clear there is a need for regular review and assessment to facilitate continuous improvement.

Outcomes

The Government have recognised that there is a need for all public services to become more outcome based.  The recent best value inspection also emphasised the need for the authority and force to be more focussed on impact to the citizen which would also help to ascertain whether the joint vision had been achieved.

There is a need therefore to focus on results not processes and potential outcomes should be identified and reflected in the authority’s documentation.

Training

Nationally there are many issues facing the authority including Police Reform, Civil Renewal and Community Engagement all of which have identified the need for authorities to further utilise the knowledge and experience of Members.

The authority should ensure that Members and Officers have the necessary skills to fulfil their new and varied responsibilities efficiently and effectively.  In order to do this training should be provided at the right time to the right people at the correct standard.

Whilst training and development opportunities are provided a skills need analysis would highlight any areas where Members would benefit from specific training or development.

Best Value

The commitment to Best Value requires a constant review of how the authority and force works.  The areas highlighted by external inspection s and internal experience needs to be taken forward.  This will ensure the ethos of “what matters is what works” is further embedded into the day to day work of the authority and force.

Modernisation

One of the key elements, identified by the APA, in determining an improving authority is “an authority that constantly challenges itself to continuously improve for the benefit of the force and the local community”.  There is recognition that the authority must not be complacent and aspects could be enhanced.  There is a need, especially in light of the contents of the “Policing: Building Safer Communities” consultation paper, to explore areas of modernising the authority’s approach for example looking at reducing bureaucracy and improving internal communication. 

The authority has already agreed an approach that will enhance Members involvement by becoming more aligned to specific  issues and areas.  This would benefit the authority as members would take a more active role on particular topics to further support the Chairman.  A more detailed report on how this approach could work is currently being developed.

PERFORMANCE MANGEMENT

What did we assess ourselves against?

In order to fulfil its functions, the authority must demonstrate ability in effectively overseeing and scrutinising the performance of Northumbria Police.  There must be mechanisms to assess and improve the performance of the chief officer and proactive involvement with inspectors and auditors.  

In this area the authority looked at the extent to which it holds the Chief Constable to account for the delivery of objectives and targets and whether it demonstrably monitors improvement through the best value process. 

What have we learnt – strengths 

Arrangements

Performance management is a key feature of the Police Authority role and a comprehensive framework has been developed which evidences the involvement the authority has in scrutinising the performance of the force.

The Audit Commission commented in their last audit that “the Authority has historically demonstrated good performance management arrangements and these have been further developed since our last audit”  
Established mechanisms are in place – targets are set annually by Members and quarterly reports are submitted to the full authority giving both cumulative and comparative information on performance against both statutory and local indicators.  The regular meetings between the Chief Constable and the Authority plus monitoring reports on specific areas like workforce matters enable the Authority to hold the Chief Constable to account.

A system of Committees and Groups allow Members to adopt a constructive approach to effectively oversee performance they are the Finance, Community Affairs, Computer and New technology, Liaison, Complaints, Appeals, Standards and Audit Committees and the Best Value Advisory Group, Diversity Working Group and CCTV Working Group. 
Strategic priorities are directly based on the analysis of a wide range of quantative as well as qualitative information

Involvement with HMIC and the Audit Commission

The police authority actively engages with HMIC and the Audit Commission and Members have accompanied HMIC on some inspections (including BCU).  Their reports are seen as an important source of independent scrutiny.  The authority oversees and monitors the implementation of their findings and recommendations. 

Complaints and discipline 

The effective oversight of complaints and discipline with a long established Complaints Committee, which meets monthly.  The important work of the custody visitors is recognised with issues raised at the Community Affairs Committee and the Custody Visitors Working Group.  Also an annual training seminar is held on relevant topics proposed by Custody Visitors.

Human resource management 

The authority takes an active role in shaping Human Resources policies including senior appointments.  A Human Resources Strategy and Plan, which incorporates the Training Plan, was agreed by the police authority in March 2003.  This is monitored with regular reports submitted to the authority identifying performance in relation to workforce and training issues.  The authority has an independent Human Resources advisor who acts as a vital link between the force and authority in relation to Human Resources matters

Where can we make further improvements

Processes

There is a need to review the authority processes to:- 

· ensure the right systems are in place so that the aims of the organisation will be actioned in a clear structured way 

· be confident the right mechanisms and structures are in place

· further enhance the monitoring role

Target focussed

It is essential that targets are SMARTS based and that key outcomes are identified and achieved.  Improvements could be made to guarantee this approach particularly in relation  to  Best Value and performance indicators.  

Access to performance information 

The Government sees better information being the first step towards local engagement and improved scrutiny of performance.  A wide range of information at national, force and BCU levels, is now available in a variety of formats .  There is a need to explore ways in which this information can be made more accessible and user friendly to the public and available at the appropriate times  to allow the authority to discharge their monitoring responsibilities. 

Benchmarking and costing information

Evidence suggests that there is a need to make better use of benchmarking and costing information so that meaningful comparisons can be made and areas of good practice are identified.  Good use of this information also helps to ensure there is an objective approach to performance monitoring.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

What did we assess ourselves against?

This area focuses on the effectiveness of involvement and consultation with local communities.  The authority should be responsive to the needs of communities and work in partnership to address the issues they raise.

Assessment in this area looked at whether the authority is representative of the community it serves and if it can demonstrate how the influence of communities is reflected in their policies and decisions.

What have we learnt - strengths

Consultation and engagement

An annual programme of consultation takes place throughout the year.  The approach the Authority, in partnership with the Chief Constable, takes is detailed in the Joint Consultation Strategy and is underpinned by four key themes which ensures consultation is:

· Inclusive – using a variety of methods to gain as wide a range of views as possible

· Effective – ensuring that consultation fits the intended purpose and that results are used to inform the decision making process

· Clear- ensuring that all participants fell comfortable with the process and the role that they have to play 

· Good value – efficient, relevant and cost effective.

The authority is also one of three Home Office Invest to Save pilots which will enable the authority to employ a Community Engagement Officer for 18 months.  This will build on engagement with the community particularly focussing on hard to reach communities and groups and will closely link with the work currently being progressed in the development of an Independent Advisory Group.

Diversity and Equality 

The authority recognises the value of diversity in both its membership and delivery of its responsibilities.  It has been able to evidence that diversity is an  area it takes very seriously and that it is proactive in its approach.  The authority has a Race Equality Scheme and is also responsible for monitoring the actions with the force’s scheme. 

Partnership working

The authority is a “responsible body” on Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships and members and officers are active not only on these statutory partnerships but also on regional partnerships including Coalition against Crime, Regional Domestic Violence Forum and Crime Stoppers.

Where can we make further improvements

Hard to reach groups

The question of how to be more inclusive in our consultation and communication with hard to reach groups is one the authority is attempting to answer.  The evidence highlights the necessity to strengthen the approach in communicating with all the community including black and ethnic minority groups, young people, older people, disabled people, people with mental health problems, etc

Police and Community Forums

The authority uses a wide range of methods to identify what local people want from their police service and innovative approaches to engagement should be identified as part of the Invest to Save pilot.  However due to the Public Service and Performance Review, the national Community Engagement and Civil Renewal agendas plus the involvement of partners in improving the  quality of life or liveability issues it is an opportune time to build on what has been done in the past and develop a strategy to improve consultation, engagement and involvement.   

Taking a fresh look at the Police and Community Forums would be part of this overhaul of communication.  It is accepted nationally through the “Policing: Building Safer Communities consultation paper” that using the consultative group approach as a formal method of communication is not as effective as it has been in the past and that attendance at these types of meetings/forums is declining.  Members in Northumbria have recognised this issue over the last couple of years and attempts have been made to encourage participation however Members have now identified the need for a much more fundamental review which could fit into the existing, wider local consultative arrangements

Profile

The APA have stated that nationally there is a need for police authorities to clearly demonstrate the benefits of their “existence”.

Home Office research suggests that nationally there is a lack of understanding around what police authority actually does and this is both internally and externally e.g. the public, key partners and even some police officers and police staff.   Accountability and profile of police authorities is one highlighted in the Civil Renewal Agenda.

Whilst in Northumbria the MORI survey has demonstrated an increase in awareness of the police authority (63%  knew of Northumbria Police Authority in 2000  which increased to  71% 2003) feedback from Police and Community Forums and responses from the Local Policing Plan Questionnaires demonstrates a lack of in-depth of knowledge and awareness. External stakeholders have also mentioned that they feel the authority should have a stronger profile

Improving Northumbria Police Authority’s profile is not about publicising achievements but it is about awareness and accountability – ensuring that local people are well informed on how the police operate so that they can effectively hold them to account. 

Partnership working

Collaboration and working in partnership is an area every public service needs to strengthen. A recent report on involvement on Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships and Local Strategic Partnerships identified the need to continue existing arrangements and to review member and authority participation in these partnerships within the next six months. 

Enhancing Diversity
Monitoring systems need to be reinforced so that the authority can continue to be confident that equality and diversity are positively promoted.

IMPROVEMENT PLAN

This plan sets out a number of key areas for improvement which complement each other.  The actions in one area will support the achievement of action in others.

THEME 1 – IMPROVING COMMUNICATION, ENGAGEMENT AND INVOLVEMENT

Action
Timescale
Responsible officer
Potential outcome

1. Development of an Engagement Strategy including: 

· auditing existing approaches

· identifying ways to improve existing consultation methods e.g. Police and  Community Forums

· strengthening partnership working

· looking at the links between the community and the new Independent Advisory Group

2. Recruitment of Community Engagement officer to undertake Home Office pilot
Initial report 

Mar 2004 

Feb 2004
Policy Officer

Senior Best Value Officer
· Ensuring sustained focus on what matters to local people and aiming for better understanding and responsiveness to  the needs of different user groups

· Ensuring a consistent and corporate approach to improving engagement 

· The joint vision reflects the views and is supported by local communities and the vision is then reflected in actual action  by the force. 

· Building a more effective and ongoing dialogue with the community, which will facilitate easy access and information flow to the community, and contribute to developing strategies for crisis management

THEME 2 – INCREASING THE CAPACITY TO IMPROVE BY ENHANCING SERVICE DEVELOPMENT AND MONITORING SYSTEMS

Action
Timescale



Potential outcome

1. Enhancement of performance management systems taking into account

· the new Police and Performance Assessment Framework

· changes to national indicators and targets
Initial report April 2004 


Senior Best Value Officer
· Stronger focus on performance which will increase the robustness of scrutiny role of NPA.

· The three-year strategy and annual policing plan is achieved

2. Production of Best Value Annual Development Report
Feb 2004
Best Value Officer
· Best Value further embedded into the day to day work of the authority and force.

· Identification of the  impact and real gains of Best Value.

3. Developing existing monitoring systems in relation  to equality and diversity
Ongoing
Policy Officer and HR Advisor
· Local communities feel that the authority and police force provides the best practice in driving forward diversity and equality issues.  The police authority clearly supports and encourages the police in issues of diversity and equality and local communities clearly recognise that the police deal with all in a fair and equitable manner.



THEME 3 – ENSURING THE POLICE AUTHORITY CONTINUOUSLY IMPROVES 

Action
Timescale

Potential outcome

1. Assessing the scope for modernisation with particular regard to:

· the way the authority works on a day to day basis

· the development of an approach that will enhance members involvement and allow them to take a more active role on a particular topic/subject 

· a skills need analysis
Report 

March 04


Senior Best Value Officer
· Reduction of bureaucracy 

· Enhancing support to the Chairman by Members developing expertise in specific areas that will link to main Police Authority role and responsibilities

· Authority more effective by through the training and development of Members who are fully skilled and achieving their duties

2. Raising awareness and profile of the Police Authority
Ongoing
Policy Officer and Communications Officer
· Increased accountability and strengthening the link between the public and police service

· The public feel that they can contribute to the development of the police service through the police authority.

· The public feel that the authority is holding the police to account in key areas of work on their behalf

3. Adoption of an outcome based approach  
Ongoing
Senior Best Value Officer 
· Ensuring the joint vision and aims are achieved
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