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1. Executive Summary

Introduction

By virtue of Section 1(1)(d) of the Local Government Act 1999, all police authorities in England and Wales are required to make arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the way in which the function of policing is exercised within their force area, having regard to a combination of economy, efficiency and effectiveness. 

Police authorities must prepare a BVPP for each financial year in accordance with orders and guidance issued under the Act.  In particular, the authority must conduct reviews of its functions and publish a programme of the BVR’s.  Whilst it is clear the police authority has the legal accountability for Best Value, the Chief Constable is constitutionally personally responsible for operational service delivery.  Consequently, they will have to work together to ensure that Best Value Reviews (BVRs) make a significant improvement to service delivery.

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) is charged with the responsibility for inspecting all BVRs within the police service.  The resulting reports are ‘public’ documents, and in every case a copy will be forwarded to the Secretary of State, the Chair of the Police Authority and the Chief Constable or Commissioner of the force concerned.

Reviewing authorities must demonstrate that they have challenged why and how a service is being provided; compared their performance with others; embraced fair competition to secure efficient and effective services; and consulted with local people, customers and stakeholders.

The purpose of independent inspection, and thus of this report, is to:

· Enable the public to see whether best value is being delivered;

· enable the inspected body to see how well it is doing;

· enable the Home Secretary to see how well Best Value is working;

· identify failing services where remedial action may be necessary; and

· identify and disseminate good practice.

A Best Value Inspection has previously been conducted in Northumbria, which examined the Best Value Reviews relating to Force crime teams and child protection/domestic violence.  On this occasion the Best Value Review of the North East air support unit has been inspected. This review was led by Northumbria Police Authority and due to the collaborative arrangements in respect of delivery of this service and within the review process, HMIC Inspection activity also included contact/liaison with two other police authorities, Durham and Cleveland. 

Her Majesty’s Inspector’s assessment of the effectiveness of Northumbria Police Authority’s Best Value arrangement feeds directly into HMIC’s newly adopted Baseline Assessment methodology, specifically within the element of leadership and corporate governance.  Baseline Assessment of each force in England and Wales is conducted to assess the overall performance of forces within an agreed national framework. It focuses on three broad areas of activity in each force;

· Operational performance; 

· leadership and corporate governance;

· partnership and community engagement.

This Best Value Inspection and the recent Baseline Assessment in Northumbria takes account of recent performance information, an examination of documentary evidence and focused interviews at headquarters and divisional level. This includes an assessment of Northumbria Police’s position in relation to its most similar forces (MSF) and its national quartile position. 

How good is the service? (Judgement 1) 

Northumbria Police Authority conducted the Best Value Review (BVR) of the North East air support unit during the fiscal year 2001/02. This report details the findings and judgements of the Best Value Inspection conducted by Her Majesty’s Inspector during March 2004.

The BVR of the North East air support unit promises to improve the service delivery of the function by:

· Replacing the fixed wing aircraft with another helicopter;

· developing a separate air support strategy;

· developing a range of local performance indicators; and

· altering the existing terms of reference of the Best Value joint advisory group. 

A set of four strategic recommendations resulted providing an approach aimed at securing continuous improvement. 

The Force aims to make Northumbria safer by reducing crime and the fear of crime. The Best Value Review of North East air support unit was seen as an enabler by key stakeholders in achieving this objective. 

The judgement is as follows –

North East air support unit – A good service.

What are the prospects for improvement? (Judgement 2)

HMIC recognises the drive and determination within the Force to improve policing services in Northumbria. The energy and proactivity at senior levels within the organisation was evident during the course of the Best Value Inspection and Her Majesty’s Inspector is confident that the recommendations from the Best Value Review of the North East air support unit will be fully implemented.

Her Majesty’s Inspector is of the opinion that the means of effectively achieving implementation of the recommendations would be through the work of Best Value joint advisory group (JAG) meetings, (the commencement of which is a recommendation within the BVR). A recommendation has been made in this regard, the rationale and context of which is explained in the report.  

At the time of the Inspection Her Majesty’s Inspector judged the prospects for improvement for the services inspected as follows:

North East air support unit- Promising

Acknowledgements

Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary wishes to thank the members of Northumbria, Cleveland and Durham Police Authorities and Force’s who facilitated the Inspection and who generously set aside time to speak to Inspectorate staff.  The Inspection would not have been possible without their assistance and contribution.

2. Contextual Background

The Northumbria Police Authority/Force ‘vision’ is to ‘build on our success in making Northumbria a better place to live, work and visit by reducing crime and the fear of crime.’ (Source: Northumbria Police Authority Strategy Plan 2003/05).  More specifically, the key objectives build on the National Policing Plan priorities and take account of local Northumbria needs and are:

· Tackling crime and anti social behaviour – to reduce crime and disorder and make communities safer;

· making the most of police officers – to release the potential of personnel;

· partnership to build a civil society – to improve the quality of life through working in partnership with the community and public, private and voluntary bodies; and

· making it happen – to ensure that activities support front line policing. 

The Force provides policing services to the people of Northumbria through an organisational structure comprising six command areas (basic command units) each headed by an area commander. Specialist services and advice from headquarters departments support this structure.  The area commanders are required to take account of the agreed policing objectives when determining how best to align local resources with the needs of their communities.  Additionally, an area or departmental commander can be designated as an ‘action manager’ regarding the implementation of specific recommendation(s), from completed BVRs.

The authority and Force adopts a policing style that ‘matches local solutions to local problems.’ (Source: Northumbria Police Authority/Force Local Policing Plan 2004). Emphasis continues to be on intelligence-led policing with communication and consultation with the public playing an integral role in the delivery of policing services. 

The Force works in partnership with a number of agencies to promote community safety and minimise disorder, reduce crime and the fear of crime, and contribute to the delivery of justice in a way that secures and maintains public confidence in the rule of law.

The first local strategy plan for 2003/05 has been agreed and published and this document outlines the strategic approach to delivering policing services across Northumbria.

The Northumbria Police Authority has set a budget of £249.8m for 2004/05. (Source: Northumbria Police Authority Policing Plan 2004/05).  The Force currently employs 4,124 police officers supported by 1,705 police staff (as at 1st August 2004)
.

Forces in the most similar force group (MSF) are Merseyside, West Midlands, Greater Manchester, South Yorkshire, Cleveland and West Yorkshire (6 forces).  

Performance against key policing targets during the year July 2003 to June 2004, when compared with same period 2002/03, reveal:

· A decrease in the overall level of crime per 1,000 population of 8%. (2002/03 –119.6 crimes, 2003/04 – 110.1crimes) – Ranked 2 in MSF group;
· a decrease in recorded levels of burglary of the home per 1,000 households of 11% (2002/03 – 18.4 crimes, 2003/04 – 16.3 crimes) - Ranked 1 in MSF group;

· a decrease in recorded levels of vehicle crime per 1,000 population of 14%. (2002/03 – 14.5 crimes, 2003/04 – 12.4 crimes) - Ranked 1 in MSF group; and

· a decrease in recorded levels of robbery per 1,000 population of 12% (2002/03 – 0.98 crimes, 2003/04 – 0.87 crimes) - Ranked 1 in MSF group. 

(Source - HMIC statistics).
Overall operational performance at Northumbria is very good when compared with other most similar forces (MSF).  The overall detection rate in 2003/04 was 29.6%, compared with the national force average of 24.3% ranking the force top in its MSF group.

In respect of the levels of public satisfaction during 2003/2004 Northumbria Police compares well with its MSF group across the range of satisfaction indicators.   

Despite its current good performance in May 2003, the Chief Constable announced the Public Service and Performance Review (PSPR), which would be undertaken with a view to improving service delivery and performance and to align local policing with the police reform agenda, partner agencies and future demands.

The key strategic drivers for the review were identified as:

· Best Value; 

· the emergence of a Force estates strategy; 

· the changing partnership environment; and

· the Police Reform programme.

The PSPR project, phase one of which has resulted in the previous 15 area commands reduced to six from April 2004, is now concluded and an implementation team is progressing associated work as part of day-to-day business.  

The boundaries of Northumbria Police’s six divisions are coterminous to the local authorities, making collaborative working more effective following the introduction of the crime and disorder reduction strategies in April 1999. Collaboration and joint working between the authority and Force, together with other agencies, enables resources to be co-ordinated to tackle ongoing crime and disorder issues.

Northumbria Police Authority and Force strategic framework for 2003 and beyond, provides a roadmap to deliver national and local objectives through continuous improvement in service delivery.  The detail regarding performance management is commented upon in the HMIC’s Baseline Assessment report for the Force.   
3. Review Methodology

Northumbria Police accepts the requirement to strive for continuous improvement and there is a shared understanding and commitment by the authority and Force towards improving services. Best Value is seen as an enabler within this context and is important and effective in delivering improvement in policing services to local communities. At present Best Value is driving improvement and is well integrated into business of the Force, for example, within the corporate plan, efficiency plan and within the public service and performance review (PSPR) which is further promoting the Best Value process and its principals.

Northumbria Police Authority has developed a ‘functional’ and latterly a ‘crosscutting’ approach to Best Value which is contained within a five stage methodology that provides a valuable and practical guide for those involved in the process. The stages are: 

1. Preparation. 

2. Baseline Assessment.

3. Option Development – Ways to improve the service.

4. Option Appraisal – Agreeing the future service.

5. Implementation and Monitoring.
The methodology continues to be strengthened to meet legislative requirements and is to be amended in the near future to reflect the best practice contained in the recent Home Office Best Value and Planning Guidance 2003. 

The Force’s performance review and inspection department (now renamed the Corporate Development Department, together with the Police Authority, is at the centre of promoting Best Value and sustaining the drive for continuous improvement within the Force.  Its role in developing strategy and providing management support provides a professional and highly valued service.  A centrally based corporate Best Value core team made up of police authority support staff and police staff is well established and provides consistency and expert support in all BVRs undertaken.  Teams identified to undertake reviews are non-dedicated and are led by a senior manager from the Force who provides strategic direction to the team. 

Accountability is a key principle of any effective Best Value process and realistic monitoring of progress can only occur when review teams are fully aware of the terms of reference and parameters of their work. Setting such terms of reference within an agreed management framework is essential to ensure the review is conducted within agreed parameters and that effort is directed according to the needs and priorities of the organisation. 

In this regard Her Majesty’s Inspector noted that the Authority/Force undertake all reviews within a recognised project management framework (PRINCE 2) which is utilised in a pragmatic way.  Her Majesty’s Inspector was, however, disappointed to find that there were no completion dates for reviews specified either verbally or in any documentation by the Police Authority. Compounding this potential difficulty in delivering timely reviews is the established practice of having a non-dedicated team leader which has resulted in reviews being significantly extended mainly due to the leader being unavailable through engagement with more pressing work. Taken together, the situation has unfortunately resulted in many reviews taking a significant amount of time to complete thereby reducing the opportunity for early improvement and potentially the impact of organisational change on the Force.   

Her Majesty’s Inspector does, however, recognise the dedication of the police authority and police staff involved in this area of work and is encouraged by the enthusiasm of key individuals to promote Best Value as a means of improving policing services to the general public.

Officers from Northumbria Police Authority’s support unit assist members with their scrutiny role and the current Best Value methodology facilitates those officers being directly involved in each BVR as liaison officers. Each Best Value teams work is subject to open and rigorous scrutiny by peer stakeholders and other external constituents. HMIC strongly supports the involvement of specialists and local managers from the policing area under review within the Best Value process, and views the role of the corporate centre as being that of facilitator and co-ordinator within the context of a Best Value Review.

Ownership of the process by the Police Authority is a key principle of the Best Value process. Consequently, having an appropriate Police Authority structure in place to allow effective and meaningful involvement of the authority, monitor progress of all reviews and implementation of recommendations, as well as evaluating the impact of the change is crucial to achieving improvements in policing services.

The Inspection revealed that both the Police Authority and Force have arrangements in place for monitoring and scrutinising the progress of Best Value reviews and to assess progress of implementation of recommendations. There is commitment towards continuous improvement and the authority is clearly engaged in the process both at strategic and practitioner level through the work of the Best Value officer support group, the Best Value development group and the Best Value advisory group. In the Force strategic interdependencies are identified through the command team, the work of the performance review and inspection department and membership of the appropriate Best Value groups as identified above. As an example the deputy chief constable is a key member of the Best Value advisory group. Of note is the strategic link maintained by the head of PR and I with all Best Value reviews and the ongoing Public Service and Performance Review. 

These arrangements allow meaningful engagement in the process, particularly engagement at practitioner level, where there is clear involvement at all key stages such as scoping of reviews and option development and appraisal. Police Authority support staff attend all team meetings and the Best Value officer support group meetings helping to provide direction and challenge in all reviews.   This approach provides opportunity for the authority to monitor progress and implementation of all BVRs. 

Importantly the roles and responsibilities of these ‘bodies’ and groups are identified and published within the Best Value Review methodology, thereby providing clarity and purpose for all individuals involved in the process.  

Although the Inspection indicated that arrangements provided opportunity for appropriate involvement for the authority, as stated earlier, in practice Her Majesty’s Inspector found that many reviews are taking a significant length of time to complete. Although Best Value Reviews should be properly and rigorously researched to identify opportunities for step change improvement, there is balance to be struck between a realistic timescale for completion and early opportunity for improvement action. In this regard there should be a renewed focus and emphasis on delivering outcomes. 

Her Majesty’s Inspector strongly suggests that as the Best Value develops and amendments are made to Best Value arrangements and methodology they should include;

· Clearly defined and documented timescales for the completion of reviews which should be contained in the review initiation document (RID) from the outset, this being a key element of the established Force project management process (PRINCE 2);

· the introduction of a flexible streamlined (fast stream or two tier) approach for appropriate reviews to facilitate timely completion and implementation. Her Majesty’s Inspector emphasises that, although this approach by its nature is more focused and proportionate, there should continue to be clear application of the 4C’s; and 

· an agreed mechanism to incrementally implement improvements where appropriate.

Within the context of continuous improvement, future versions of the Best Value methodology could include greater use of the 4C’s (challenge, consult, compare and compete). Application should be on a proportionate and focused basis and the methodology should emphasise;

· Challenging services under review, it is essential to the credibility of the review process that there is a fundamental challenge applied to the service under review and that all key stakeholders are meaningfully represented and their views captured. HMIC considers that benefit would be gained by the use of designed challenge ‘days’ when relevant customers of policing services would have the opportunity to contribute their views to the process. In this regard HMIC have seen some good results in other Best Value authorities;

· specific targeting of hard to reach groups for the purposes of consultation (and challenge) such as young people, ethnic minority groups, and the gay/lesbian community;

· maximising contacts with the business community and crime reduction partners in an effort to seek their views on the effectiveness of services under review;

· effectively using critical and expert friends in the consultation (and challenge) phases of reviews. This will lead to more comprehensive information being made available to aid decision making concerning recommendations for improvement;

· comparison should continue to focus on high achieving forces as well as most similar forces. Additionally, appropriate benchmarking with external organisations is required to give more emphasis to external service delivery options; and 

· collaboration opportunities should continue to be explored.

The authority should capture advice from the newly published Home Office Best Value and Planning Guidance 2003, which also outlines the benefits of a competition strategy which would provide a structured and consistent approach to this important element of the process.
RECOMMENDATION 1 

The authority should fundamentally review its Best Value arrangements and methodology to reflect the advice provided in the Home Office Best value and Planning Guidance and by HMIC. 

RECOMMENDATION 2

The Authority/Force should ensure that staff nominated to undertake Best Value Reviews have the capacity and where appropriate the skills to complete the necessary work within agreed timescales. 

Her Majesty’s Inspector was informed that during 2004/05 the Police Authority’s are planning to;

· Finalise the six ongoing Best Value reviews (patrol and investigation, community safety, specialist support for front line policing, integrity, public reassurance and human resources);

· evaluate the impact of completed and current reviews;

· develop a revised Best Value reviews programme for the future; and 

· update the Best Value methodology. 

The inspection team recognised the ongoing efforts by the authority and Force through the use of the Force Intranet and internal newspaper (‘Grapevine’), to inform staff of organisational changes and ‘Best Value wins’. Her Majesty’s Inspector encourages the emphasis being placed on effective and appropriate internal communication and further encourages the Authority/Force to fully exploit the various means of communication available. Unexplained delay and a lack of information on implementation of improvements resulting from Best Value reviews can devalue the process and restrict involvement of staff in future reviews. Best Value is an empowering process that when promoted effectively can engage staff in an exciting and positive manner, and release a deluge of new thought provoking approaches to traditional and new issues.  Such staff involvement is clearly desirable to assist in the achievement of the ‘step change’ in performance required by the Best Value legislation.

Her Majesty’s Inspector has reassurance that the authority, together with the Force, is taking its responsibilities seriously and is seeking to improve the effectiveness of the Best Value process. Although the authority’s Best Value methodology provides a basic framework for delivering reviews within the context of the governing legislation (Local Government Act 1999) her Majesty’s Inspector is encouraged by the ongoing development in partnership with the Force. The opportunities highlighted by Her Majesty’s Inspector during the course of this Inspection and contained within this report should be included in the revised methodology. 

As opportunities for efficiencies diminish, management and support arrangements have often been streamlined to the point where further staff reductions would impact on operational performance. Police authorities cannot expect any real growth in resources and there is a need to plan on a longer-term basis and focus on increasing the availability and effectiveness of staff to ensure that resources are available for new challenges facing the service. This will be achieved through effective management of demands, continuing efforts in reducing absences and further investment in technology.

To enable objective decisions to be made, it is vital that options for service improvement are effectively costed. During the Inspection, Her Majesty’s Inspector found that costings for Best Value reviews and the implementation of recommendations are identified and documented in review reports. The authority should continue to develop and refine its approach to cost services under review and implementation of recommendations in accordance with the Best Value planning and guidance document which highlights the benefits to management of including ‘proper costs’. 
Whilst efficiency savings are being captured in review documentation they are not clearly identified in the efficiency plan. Demonstrating and documenting a clear link with specific Best Value reviews will assist the authority to assess the impact of review recommendations on service provision and generally aid the outcome of the evaluation process.   

RECOMMENDATION 3

The Authority/Force should ensure that efficiency gains resulting from the implementation of Best Value recommendations are clearly identified as such in its efficiency plan. 

The progress of implementation of all recommendations resulting from Best Value reviews should be driven by the authority through SMARTS based performance improvement plans.  Such plans, when constructed should contain detail concerning key actions, realistic milestone dates, and appropriate performance indicators and lead responsibility. Additionally, they should clearly and properly identify costs associated with implementing recommendations and link efficiency savings to the Force efficiency plan. This approach will allow the authority to drive and effectively monitor the implementation of all recommendations. 

Currently, implementation plans that support the recommendations of Best Value reviews are basic and do not include realistic time-scales for implementation of recommendations, agreed milestone dates, appropriate performance indicators or improvement targets. In essence they do not consistently cover all of the important elements of being:

· Specific in outlining the action required;

· measurable in terms of an outcome and a date for completion;

· achievable in that the action is attainable in the short to medium term; 

· realistic within the context of the current operating environment of the department; 

· time bound by way of milestone dates having been set with a person with lead responsibility being identified for each recommendation; and

· stretching to allow the department to move significantly forward to improve the overall level of service delivery.
This approach will allow the effective monitoring and implementation of recommendations. 

RECOMMENDATION 4

The authority should ensure that all Performance Improvement Plans are SMARTS based to include agreed and realistic time-scales, milestone dates, agreed indicators of performance and performance targets. 

Her Majesty’s Inspector was informed at the time of the inspection that a number of ongoing recommendations from previously completed Best Value reviews will be progressed as part of the Public Service and Performance Review which as described earlier in the report will transform the structure of the force. Her Majesty’s Inspector acknowledges the drive by the Chief Constable to make strategic and tactical changes to identified areas of core policing. In such an environment of dynamic organisational activity and change the authority should recognise, that without reiterating clear lines of accountability and auditable processes there is a possibility that Best Value recommendations may become ‘lost’ within such a large change project/programme.  The authority should ensure that effective and auditable arrangements are in place to prevent this occurring and they are satisfied that Best Value continues to bring about improvements to policing services. 

RECOMMENDATION 5

Where ongoing Best Value recommendations are integrated into the Force ‘Public Service and Performance Review’ the authority should ensure effective and auditable arrangements are in place to allow the progress of implementation to be monitored. 

Although the Best Value regime in Northumbria is advanced, Her Majesty’s Inspector considers that the Authority could significantly enhance its scrutiny arrangements by developing an effective mechanism to formally conduct reality checks on the implementation of recommendations.  At the time of the inspection ‘reality checks’ were being conducted in an informal manner. Her Majesty’s Inspector considers that formalising this process (in partnership with the Force) will add a positive dimension to current practices and strengthen the authority’s future arrangements to effectively evaluate outcomes. 

RECOMMENDATION 6

The authority should develop (in partnership with the Force) an effective mechanism to formally conduct reality checks on the implementation of recommendations resulting from Best Value reviews.

Northumbria Police Authority and Force have been proactive in their attempt to assess the business benefits and the impact of completed reviews, although at the time of the inspection an appropriate and meaningful outcome evaluation mechanism had not been developed. Her Majesty’s Inspector recognises the work undertaken to produce an overarching annual Best Value review report which provides a record of the activity undertaken and changes made to policing services in the previous 12 months.  

The purpose of conducting formal post implementation evaluation is to determine the business benefits and impact of recommendations from specific BVR’s on policing services, and consider whether any outstanding recommendations continue to be appropriate in the light of change and influences within and on the organisation. Her Majesty’s Inspector is of the view that a staged and formal method of evaluating implementation should continue to be developed and established. Such evaluation should include clear details of performance improvement set against the documented aims and objectives of the review and locally agreed performance indicators (to be contained within performance improvement plans). 

RECOMMENDATION 7

The authority should develop and implement a staged and formal mechanism to effectively evaluate Best Value outcomes, to allow objective assessment of the impact of all Best Value Review’s on service delivery.

(This activity should build on the established update provided by the Best Value Annual Review report).

A further recommendation (recommendation 8) has been made which relates directly to the review inspected on this occasion, i.e. North East air support unit. The recommendation is shown in the relevant section of this report. 

4. Inspection Methodology
The purpose of best value review inspections (BVRIs) is to make two judgements: ‘How good is the service being inspected?’ and ‘What are the prospects for improvement?'  HMIC has been given the statutory responsibility for conducting BVRIs within the police service.

This inspection was conducted from 29 March to 1 April 2004, on behalf of Her Majesty’s Inspector Mr K R Williams CVO CBE QPM BA.  Prior to the report’s publication, both the Police Authority and the Force had the opportunity to comment on its factual contents and challenge the findings.

In the course of the inspection a wide range of documents were examined, including the BVR’s and supporting papers, Northumbria Police’s annual policing plan and BVPP, the auditor’s report and other related information that provided a greater understanding of the service.

A number of structured interviews and focus groups were conducted.  These interviews and focus groups were designed to obtain a fuller picture of how the service is currently delivered how it has developed recently and how those delivering and receiving the service view it.  The manner in which the review was conducted and the likelihood of improvements flowing from it were also considered.  If applicable, HMIC took into account BVPIs published nationally. 

The following forces have been identified as being most similar to Northumbria in terms of demography, policing environment and other socio-economic factors; Merseyside, West Midlands, Greater Manchester, South Yorkshire, Cleveland and West Yorkshire. When making comparisons in this report, the average performance in this group, known as the most similar force (MSF) group, will be used.

5. Service under Review – North- East Air Support Unit

The Best Value Review of the North East air support unit commenced in July 2001. It was a ‘pilot’ collaborative BVR that focused on the provision of the North East air support unit service across the consortium areas of Northumbria, Durham and Cleveland.  Her Majesty’s Inspector recognises that the approach to Best Value by all Police Authorities has developed since this BVR took place.

The collaborative working arrangements included membership from all three Police Authorities/Forces to the Best Value joint advisory group (JAG), a body with responsibility for managing the progress of the BVR at a strategic level and reporting any key findings to their respective Police Authority.  Although formed as a strategic group, the BVJAG was not empowered to make final decisions regarding the acceptance of recommendations or  ‘signing off’ of the BVR.

A Best Value Review Team (BVRT) comprising of Police Authority members and senior police staff representing Northumbria, Durham and Cleveland was established to conduct/manage the review, utilising the Northumbria Best Value methodology.  It was agreed within these arrangements that Northumbria would ‘lead’ on the BVR.  A ‘working group’ supported the team (including specialists from the North East air support unit) with responsibility for data collection, analysis, conducting work around the 4C’s of challenge, consult, compare, compete, and report writing.

The prime objective of the BVR was to ensure continuous improvement of service delivery through the effective, efficient and most economic use of resources.  The key functions and activities identified within the scope of the review included:

· The range of services provided, i.e. searches, aerial surveillance;

· interaction with external agencies;

· partnership working;

· information security;

· communications;

· maintenance of specialist aviation equipment; and

· funding.

Clear aims and objectives were identified in the review initiation document (RID) however, Her Majesty’s Inspector was surprised to find that no timeframe for the BVR had been defined at the commencement of the review. The subsequent findings and recommendations of the review, which amounted to four in total, were formally ‘signed off’ by the Northumbria Police Authority in September 2003 and by Durham Police Authority in March 2004.  However, at the time of the Inspection in March 2004, Cleveland Police Authority had not formally approved the BVR recommendations or performance improvement plan.
As a consequence of what has been described to HMIC as a misunderstanding, surrounding the signing off of the performance improvement plan, HMIC was unable to complete its inspection or present judgements in respect of the level of service provided and the prospects for improvements. 

On 19 July 2004, HMIC revisited the three police authorities and conducted further interviews and reality checks and as a result is satisfied that the confusion around the collective agreement of the BVR recommendations and formal approval of the performance improvement plan is now resolved. Her Majesty’s Inspector was therefore in a position to make judgements with regard to the level of service currently provided and the prospects of improvement as a consequence of the BVR. 

Judgement 1: How good is the service?

Are the aims clear and challenging?

Northumbria Police Authority (in collaboration) has challenged the areas under review and the methods of delivery. The processes are acknowledged as important and are closely aligned to local policing plan objectives and strategic plans. 

Objectives for the review of North East air support unit were identified and agreed by all the key stakeholders prior to the commencement of the review.  The aims and the review plan were contained within Northumbria Police Authority’s established project management framework. Both Northumbria Police Authority and Force command team saw the Best Value Review of North East air support unit as an opportunity to ensure that an efficient and effective service is being delivered, and that the Force is properly positioned to meet the challenge posed by increasing demands on resources.

The Best Value Inspection identified that the Northumbria Police Authority and Force are united and unequivocal in their support for maintaining a policing response that discharges responsibilities in a fair, impartial and open manner. This will retain the confidence in the work of the Force and sustain its integrity and reputation.

Does the service meet the aims?

HMIC and the Home Office, through a number of BVPIs, measure the performance of the Force.  These BVPIs act to compare the work of the Force with the work of peers within other police forces across England and Wales.

The Best Value Review was primarily established to examine the services provided by the North East air support unit across the policing areas of Northumbria, Durham and Cleveland.

The review effectively used recognised project management techniques to help identify where improvements could be made and it clearly identified shortfalls in the service being delivered such as;

· The internal/external perception of the unit in terms of service availability/deployment criteria;

· the effectiveness of the consortium arrangements;

· service delivery i.e., site location, pilotage, operational hours and equipment;

· the lack of an air support strategy;

· lack of local performance indicators;

· staffing numbers and roles/responsibilities;

· income generation; and

· partnership and collaborative working opportunities.

At the time of the Inspection, the authority and Force in Northumbria had started to implement some of the recommendations, however this was not the case in Durham or Cleveland where uncertainty as to the current status and intentions of the BVR was evident to Inspectors.  HMIC applauds the efforts of the authorities to collaborate on this early review set against the evolving context of Best Value. However, Her Majesty’s Inspector has identified that a lack of joint planning and working protocols has resulted in a series of difficulties, which have collectively acted to hamper the progress of the review and its implementation. As means of illustration these difficulties included:

· Uncertainty regarding the terms of reference for the scrutiny groups tasked with managing the BVR process;

· confusion regarding the terminology used within reports;

· a lack of effective communication within joint decision making arrangements;

· confusion as to the decision making arrangements to finalise approval of recommendations and formal ‘signing off’ procedures;

· no agreed format for a performance improvement plan; and

· significant time delays – the recommendations had not been formally agreed by all three Police Authorities (some thirty-three months since the start of the BVR). However, following a revisit on 19 July the recommendations had been formally agreed by all three Police Authorities.

Her Majesty’s Inspector acknowledges that the significant time delay of this Best Value Review may have been compounded by staff availability across all three Authorities/Forces as a result of sickness, retirement and organisational change but emphasises that the general public should remain the focus of service delivery. 

The internal perspective of the service being delivered by the North East air support unit at the time of the Inspection was generally positive. 

How does the service compare?

In the course of the benchmarking element of the Best Value process, work was undertaken to liaise with other air support consortiums including Central Counties, East Midlands, North Midlands, South East region and Western Counties.

The review team also engaged in benchmarking comparison with other forces not engaged in consortium arrangements including Cheshire, Dorset, Hampshire, Humberside and Strathclyde.

Analysis identified areas of disparity in relation to staffing, costs, and working practices. No private sector benchmarking was undertaken, although Her Majesty’s Inspector acknowledges the difficulties with identifying suitable organisations with whom to effectively benchmark.

Her Majesty’s Inspector is of the view that the review recommendation, which addresses a lack of performance management, may greatly assist NEASU and other air units nationally.  The NEASU unit executive officer has been part of a national working group to develop performance management on behalf of Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO). If this development is successful, NEASU will be at the forefront of performance management in this service area.  
Overall Judgement

Her Majesty’s Inspector grades each service as either excellent, good, fair or poor, depending on the extent to which it meets criteria set out in the inspection guidance.  In light of the BVR’s findings and the result of the Inspection, Her Majesty’s Inspector concludes that the service is GOOD
Judgement 2: What are the prospects for improvement?

Does the BVR drive improvement?   

The key judgement for Her Majesty’s Inspector, on behalf of local people, is the extent to which the BVR activity will improve the current situation and achieve an increase in the level of service provided, with associated improvements in cost and efficiency.  It is this transition, from methodology to results, and the sustained improved performance of the Force, which will secure its place within the top quartile of performance.  

The Inspection team was satisfied that the review, in the main, addressed the correct areas of concern and that it considered whether the service should be delivered at all, by whom it should be delivered and at what level within the organisational structure, i.e. locally or at the centre. 

Consultation was ‘broad based’ to facilitate feedback, both internal and external, to the organisation. Internal consultation included interviews, focus groups and presentations to Police Authority members, ACPO officers, the consortium group (senior police officers from Northumbria, Durham and Cleveland), police/police staff and staff associations.  Additionally, a customer satisfaction questionnaire was distributed to approximately 1,100 internal staff to gauge opinion on service delivery.  

The external consultation process included contact with the Civil Aviation Authority, North East Airport senior managers, local authorities and the local press. 

The ‘challenge’ element relied upon focus groups and presentations as a means to challenge the service delivery across the North East region.  HMIC believe that added value would have been gained by involving  ‘critical/expert friends’ in ‘designed challenge sessions’ thereby capturing a broader viewpoint and providing an interactive challenge environment.

The ‘competition’ element of the review was understandably limited (in part) due to the nature of the services under review, however a seven-option procurement strategy was utilised to determine the most efficient and effective means of delivering air support services across the areas covered by the consortium.

The Best Value Review of the North East air support unit has resulted in four strategic recommendations aimed at addressing the shortfalls identified.  They are; 

· To replace the fixed wing aircraft with a second helicopter;

· to develop a separate air support strategy;

· to develop a range of local performance indicators; and

· to alter the existing terms of reference of the Best Value joint advisory Group.

Whilst the Best Value Review was a logical starting point, using the methodology in existence at that time, it would now benefit from greater depth of enquiry into the underlying processes and practices associated with air support. Such an approach might include further: 

· Activity analysis of staff to quantify work patterns;

· activity based costing to understand where cost is incurred; and

· process mapping to highlight inefficiencies within core policing functions. 

Such development may assist the authority to identify further areas within the air support function and holistically act to improve the Force’s approach towards the underlying principles of Best Value: the 4C’s of comparison, consultation, challenge and competition.  

How good is the improvement plan?

It has been the experience of HMIC that many projects and reviews lose energy and drive at a critical period within the final quarter that incorporates implementation, evaluation and review.  The regime of Best Value and subsequent inspection places a particular emphasis upon ensuring that efficient and robust arrangements are set in place by authorities to drive forward recommendations for change.  Without such a focus there remains a danger that the energy and validity of Best Value reviews may become lost.

BVRs should produce an improvement plan that, in line with the recently published Home Office Best Value and Planning Guidance 2003, sets out what needs to improve, why, how the improvement will be delivered and when.  They should contain targets that are not only challenging, but are also designed to ensure the continuous improvement necessary to raise the level of service delivered, in terms of both cost and quality. Improvement plans should also contain realistic indictors of performance (PIs) to allow the authority to assess and drive service improvement. 

The set of four recommendations which emerged from the review have been incorporated into an performance improvement plan (PIP), however, some elements of the plan were not SMARTS based in that the recommendations currently have few completion timescales, milestone dates or appropriate performance indicators and targets. Her Majesty’s Inspector revealed that the updates provided to Police Authority members are ambiguous, failed to identify individuals responsible for action and led to a lack of understanding by some key members.  The Best Value Review and performance improvement plan does include some costs but these are limited.   

Although Her Majesty’s Inspector was satisfied that the basic arrangements are in place to ensure the authority can and will monitor implementation of the recommendations, focus should be on the delivery of outcomes and using SMARTS based principles will assist. 

Will the Force deliver the improvements?

During the Inspection, Her Majesty’s Inspector found evidence to indicate that the Police Authority, senior officers and key staff are determined and enthusiastic in their approach to improving policing services within Northumbria. 

The findings of the HMIC Best Value inspection team was reinforced by the recent HMIC Baseline Assessment report which outlined the positive activity currently being undertaken by the Force to tackle crime and the fear of crime in Northumbria driven by a strong performance culture.  

There is clear commitment within Northumbria to deliver the improvements generated by the BVR programme. Both the authority and Force demonstrate a strong desire to develop and progress Best Value to ensure that it becomes fully integrated into business areas of the organisation

At the time of the Inspection some progress had been made on implementing recommendations from the Best Value Review of North East air support unit including;

· Funding has been secured for the second helicopter which is now due to be operational in March 2005; and
· performance indicators are being developed by the consortium.  

Her Majesty’s Inspector considers it crucial that the obvious willingness and commitment to progress implementation of the performance improvement plan is maintained and driven.

The vehicle for achieving this could be the Best Value joint advisory group, which was formed as a result of a recommendation in the BVR. This group should actively monitor the progress of the BVR recommendations and advise the consortium management group on strategic issues. The Best Value joint advisory group representatives should provide their respective authorities with an informed update in respect of the recommendations, particularly the development of the air support strategy. The strategy is intended to address those issues identified within the BVR as meritorious of further attention, namely, location of the aircraft, hours of operation and resources, pilotage and observers.

In this regard Her Majesty’s Inspector makes the following recommendation:

RECOMMENDATION 8

Northumbria Police Authority (as lead authority for the BVR of NEASU), together with Durham Police and Cleveland Police Authority, should strengthen formal and joint monitoring arrangements at strategic level to drive and deliver timely implementation of recommendations 

(This will facilitate more effective communication, avoid further delays and strengthen the prospects of service improvement).    

Overall Judgement

In coming to a judgement on the prospects for improvement within the North East air support unit, Her Majesty’s Inspector has to assess the evidence within the review, its supporting documentation and that of the Inspection.  The judgement will be one of the following: excellent, promising, uncertain or poor. 

Her Majesty’s Inspector acknowledges that the Force aims to take effective action to address the issues and HMIC recommendations identified within this report. 

Her Majesty’s Inspector concludes that at the time of the inspection the prospects for improvement are PROMISING. 
Her Majesty’s Inspector is pleased to be informed that the Police Authority and Force have, since the inspection was concluded, commenced prompt and positive action to address the issues and areas for improvement identified. 

 

6. Recommendations 

Having conducted a Best Value inspection, Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary make a number of recommendations that relate to the overall corporate arrangements for delivering the Best Value Review programme of reviews within Northumbria Police.

The inspection brings a citizen’ focus upon services under review, evaluates the development and progress of Best Value, and through an impartial, fair but challenging assessment makes a professional, informed judgement for local people.  

The recommendations are intended to allow the authority to resolve issues within individual Best Value reviews and to make improvements to their approach to Best Value.  The inspection will identify failing services and disseminate good practice and provide the basis for the Authority and Force to move forward.  Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary acknowledges the evolutionary nature of Best Value and looks to authorities to secure continuous improvement within their approach and methodology, as well as making a direct impact upon those services that have been reviewed.

In 2003 Her Majesty’s Inspector conducted a Best Value Inspection in Northumbria and on that occasion inspected the service provided by Force crime teams and child protection/domestic violence.  Her Majesty’s Inspector found that progress has been made in implementing recommendations resulting from these BVRs and that the majority of recommendations made following HMIC Best Value Inspection in 2003 have been adopted by the authority and Force. 

One Best Value Review has been subject to Inspection on this occasion, which is the North East air support unit. Recommendations arising from this Inspection that concern the Best Value Review programme are as follows: 

Recommendation 1

The authority should fundamentally review its Best Value arrangements and methodology to reflect the advice provided in the Home Office Best Value and Planning Guidance and by HMIC.

Recommendation 2

The Authority/Force should ensure that staff nominated to undertake Best Value Reviews have the capacity and where appropriate the skills to complete the necessary work within agreed time-scales.

Recommendation 3

The Authority/Force should ensure that efficiency gains resulting from the implementation of Best Value recommendations are clearly identified as such in its efficiency plan.

Recommendation 4

The authority should ensure that all performance improvement plans are SMARTS based to include agreed and realistic timescales, milestone dates, agreed indicators of performance and performance targets.

Recommendation 5

Where ongoing Best Value recommendations are integrated into the Force ‘Public Service and Performance Review’ the authority should ensure effective and auditable arrangements are in place to allow the progress of implementation to be monitored.

Recommendation 6

The authority should develop (in partnership with the Force) an effective mechanism to formally conduct reality checks on the implementation of recommendations resulting from Best Value reviews.

Recommendation 7

The authority should develop and implement a staged and formal mechanism to effectively evaluate Best Value outcomes, to allow objective assessment of the impact of all Best Value Review’s on service delivery.

(This activity should build on the established update provided by the Best Value Annual Review report).

Recommendation 8

Northumbria Police Authority (as lead authority for the BVR of NEASU), together with Durham Police and Cleveland Police Authority, should strengthen formal and joint monitoring arrangements at strategic level to drive and deliver timely implementation of recommendations 

(This will facilitate more effective communication, avoid further delays and strengthen the prospects of service improvement).

7. Good Practice 

During the Inspection much good work came to light. However, no examples of good practice, within the definition used by Her Majesty’s Inspector, were identified. 

8. Appendices

Appendix 1: Summary of recommendations in respect of the Best Value review of

                    North East air support unit

Recommendation 1

Replace the fixed wing aircraft with another helicopter. 

Recommendation 2

Develop a separate air support strategy. 

Recommendation 3

Develop a range of local performance indicators.

Recommendation 4

Alter the existing terms of reference of the Joint Advisory Group. 
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