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Introduction

This report provides an outline of the Council’s Overview and Scrutiny process and summarises the work that has been undertaken by the Overview & Scrutiny Committee and Task and Finish Groups.  

The work of Overview & Scrutiny during 2007/08 has made a key difference in the following areas:
· we facilitated public scrutiny on proposals to close Bransford Ambulance Call Centre;
· increased  resources have been provided to alleviate future flooding and support those at risk, following the scrutiny report on flooding;
· our in depth scrutiny of budget and medium term financial plan produced recommendations which were approved by Council

· individual portfolio holders were held to account in 'Select Committee style' meetings

What is Overview & Scrutiny?

Overview & Scrutiny aims to make the Council’s decision-making process more accountable, transparent and inclusive and improve services provided for the community by:

· Holding the Council's Executive Committee and Planning Committee to account for the decisions they make
· Reviewing and developing the Council's policies to ensure that they improve the well being of the community 

· Scrutinising the decisions of outside organisations whose work affects the local community 
The Overview & Scrutiny Committee therefore acts as the Council's watchdog by reviewing Council service delivery, policies and processes to ensure they remain fit for purpose.  This role also extends to other partner public bodies.
Scrutiny Process and Organisation
Overview and Scrutiny is carried out by Councillors who do not sit on the Council’s Executive Committee or Planning Committee, and can therefore approach issues with independence.

The Overview & Scrutiny Committee currently comprises: Cllrs Tom Wells (Chairman); Mike Morgan (Vice-Chairman); Bronwen Behan; Jill Campbell; Joe Smith; Roger Sutton and Mike Soley.  
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Cllrs Gill Dunne; Don Hull and Marian Walters have also attended meetings as substitutes on occasions through the year.  

From May 2007 onwards, the Committee’s work programme has been delivered in part through Task and Finish Groups, which are established as and when required to undertake detailed reviews. 
The Committee and Task and Finish Groups gather as much evidence as they can about an issue by undertaking research, for example, speaking with service users and community groups; questioning Portfolio Holders, Council officers or representatives from other public bodies; or undertaking fact finding visits. Overview and Scrutiny provides an excellent opportunity for the public to become involved in influencing services by providing evidence to the Panels and the Committee.   There are also opportunities for the public to become directly involved in a review, including co-option onto the Committee or a panel. 
Reports and recommendations for improvement will be formulated and referred to Executive Committee, Planning Committee or Council for consideration.

The Committee usually meets monthly and Task and Finish Groups meet as and when required, with only one operating at any one time due to resource constraints.  Most meetings are open to the public.

Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
Reviews 2007-08
Ambulance Control Centre Closures

In July 2007, West Midlands Ambulance Trust launched a three month consultation period concerning proposals to reconfigure Emergency Operations Centres. The proposals included the possible closure of the Ambulance Control Centre at Bransford.
The proposed closure of Bransford EOC generated a great deal of local interest and on 20th September 2007, we held a scrutiny meeting which was both well attended by the public and well received.  We invited representatives from the West Midlands Ambulance Service to present their proposals, and Emergency Control Centre staff at Bransford to raise their concerns and present their views.  
Due to the large amount of information received, the meeting was then adjourned to 25th September in order to allow time to consider the evidence and formulate our response. The Leader and Deputy Leader of Council were in attendance and were also invited to participate. 
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From our findings we were concerned that the West Midlands Ambulance Trust consultation paper contained only one option, but were pleased that the Board would consider three new options that were put forward during the consultation process.  We urged the WMAT Board fully examine each of these new proposals at its meeting on 9 October.

We were disappointed with the lack of detailed financial information and the lack of any firm commitment to future improvement targets, should the proposed reconfiguration be implemented.

We noted the concerns raised by members of the public about the loss of local knowledge associated with the proposed reconfiguration, but were not convinced this was a fundamental issue, given advances in information technology.

Although we  were pleased to learn that all staff would be offered alternative positions within WMAS we wanted to seek assurance that redundancy packages would be offered to staff who  could not be relocated or were unwilling to accept alternative arrangements.

We supported the Trust’s commitment to the triage system and the out of hours proposals and welcomed increased financial provision being made available to the Trust by Worcestershire PCT, to enable it to meet its primary objective of reducing admissions to A&E or hospital.  We recognised this as a positive move in Patient Pathway
, which we endorse.  

A joint response to the Chief Executive, West Midlands Ambulance Service NHS Trust, detailing our findings, was issued from myself and the Leader of the Council, on behalf of the Council. 

Shared Services

At the meeting of Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 17th July 2007, the Leader identified one of the emerging issues over the next twelve months to be the developing South Worcestershire shared services Agenda.

To this end, the Committee met with the Portfolio Holder for Customer Focus and Strategic Director (August 2007), to discuss the development of Shared Services in South Worcestershire.  The Committee considered various matters and made the following observations:
· In respect of Revenues and Benefits, experience had been gained from using a business case approach to decision making, although the amount of work involved in developing a comprehensive business case had initially been underestimated.  
· Although arrangements were in place to involve and communicate with staff, the process had shown that communication and consultation with employees needed to be clear and consistent across all the organisations involved.

· There were no set criteria for considering which services could be put forward for shared services, apart from identifying those services that could be shared most easily and those likely to produce the most savings.  

· At the time a shared ICT service for South Worcestershire was being considered, but no decisions had been made regarding other Service Areas.

· There were issues around retaining local focus for service delivery, but reassurances were given that under any joint arrangements, the Council would continue to deliver the services that communities in the Malvern Hills District needed. Individual authorities could deliver different policies but it would be the process involved in delivering those policies that would be the same across South Worcestershire.  
· That each client authority would have a role in scrutinising the performance of the shared service and the work of the Shared Services Joint Committee.   
We recommended that each individual council should retain control, with flexibility built into the governance arrangements which recognised the need to enable services to be delivered according to local need.  Criteria should be put in place to enable services to be assessed in terms of their feasibility for shared services. We also recommended that a clear and consistent process of communication and consultation with employees was needed across all organisations involved in shared services and that the public should be kept informed on progress.
Medium Term Financial Strategy 2008/09 to 2010/11
Overview and Scrutiny considered the Medium Term Financial Strategy in two parts, encompassing two meetings held on 17th December 2007 and 15th January 2008.  At both meetings the Portfolio Holder for Resources and Head of Finance and Resources attended to provide evidence to the Committee.
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At December’s meeting we considered the overall strategic framework in order to build the Budget Strategy.

January’s meeting had been arranged in order for the Committee to consider the finer detail to be included in Medium Term Financial Strategy. However, the constraints of the budget preparation timetable meant that the Committee were unable to look in depth at the efficiencies and budget savings associated with the Medium Term Financial Plan, prior to its being agreed by Council on 29th January. 

In light of this the Committee agreed, in the interests of transparency, that the current process for determining the MTFP needed to be reviewed to ensure that in future Overview and Scrutiny Committee could be afforded the opportunity to undertake a timely and meaningful review of all aspects of the Medium Term Financial Plan.

At January’s meeting we met with the Leader, Portfolio Holder for Environmental Services and Heads of Service for Planning and Housing, Finance and Resources and Customer and Environmental Services to consider Cost Pressures and the Capital Programme associated with the Medium Term Financial Plan.

We identified delays in processing Disabled Facility Grants (DFG) and recommended that information needed to be provided to all Members in respect of procedures followed when processing DFG Grants, including identification of obstacles that can result in delays in excess of twelve months between submission of grant applications and payment of Grant, we subsequently included this as a subject for possible future review. We also felt that the current contract with SLM for the provision of sports and leisure facilities at the Splash Leisure Centre, which runs until 2013, could be reviewed.
The Committee recognised that there was considerable work for the Council to do in order to meet the challenging financial demands set out in the Medium Term Financial Plan.

2008/09 Budget
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Overview and Scrutiny Committee were pleased to meet with the Leader, Deputy Leader, Portfolio Holders and Heads of Service on 19th February 2008, to discuss the proposed Revenue Budget 2008/09.  Our thanks go to all those who attended for the extensive preparatory work undertaken and for the informative and helpful responses given at the meeting; all of which combined to make a thorough and in-depth, and therefore successful, budget scrutiny review.  
We were reassured that the budget would be sufficient to fund the Council’s new priorities, and that the proposed budget reductions/ efficiency savings of £488,550 for 2008/09 were achievable and that the impact on service delivery and Council staff was understood.

We acknowledged the reasons for moving in the direction of budget reductions and efficiency savings in some areas and that by implication some staff may be affected. 

We were concerned at the lack of reference to shared services within the Report, considering the emphasis placed on identifying areas for shared services as efficiency measures within the MTFP.

There were also concerns with the rationale behind certain proposed budget reductions and efficiency savings.
Overview and Scrutiny Committee made a number of recommendations, some of which were agreed at Council on 26th February 2008, including agreement that:

· the allocation of funding from the £105,000 Priorities Budget be subject to Executive Committee approval; and

· the Efficiencies Working Party to continue to monitor the delivery of the efficiency/cost reduction programme 2008/09 – 2010/11, which included restructuring of Office Services, exploring the possibility of sharing resources for street cleaning services and a review of tourism services.

On-going Portfolio Performance Reviews

In addition to the specific reviews referred to above, on-going performance reviews of each portfolio area continue to take place on a rolling basis.  The following areas were looked at:
· Environmental Control
· Customer Focus
· Planning, Housing and Transport

Review of Environmental Control

In November 2007 Overview and Scrutiny were pleased to meet with the Portfolio Holder for Environmental Services and Head of Customer and Environmental Services in order to review past performance and future challenges.

From our discussions the Committee noted/made observations on the following matters:
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One of the one of the big issues of this area concerned landfill and the continued use of black plastic rubbish sacks, which were reported to count for 1% of landfill. This was an important consideration as the current facility was likely to be full in 12 years.  We also noted the Health & Safety implications associated with refuse bag collection.  

· The public needed to be reminded of the benefits of recycling.
· Under the current arrangements there may be a possibility for a modest improvement in recycling rates but consideration would need to be given as to how the Council could meet future targets likely to be around 40% or 50%. 
· In connection with Trade Waste, we were concerned that Worcester County Council’s PFI arrangements (the relationship between MHDC as collecting agency and Worcestershire County Council as disposal agency was established under statutory responsibilities) did not currently include a facility for recycling trade waste. All trade waste collected therefore went to landfill. 

We recommended that consideration be given to the continuation of weekly refuse collections, the option of joint working, the option of Waste to Energy and exploring the possibility of a growth bid to engage an external disposal agency. 
Review of Customer Focus

In March 2008, the Portfolio Holder for Customer Focus, Head of Performance & Policy and Head of Customer & Environmental Services attended Overview and Scrutiny Committee as part of the rolling review of Portfolio Areas.

From our examination of this area, the Committee noted/made the following observations: 
· We were able to ascertain detailed information in relation to human resources/personnel issues, including how MHDC was taking steps to reduce sickness absence. From our findings we noted that projected figures of sickness absence for the current year were an average of 11.37 days compared to 12.57 days last year. We ascertained that should long term episodes (20 or more days) be removed, the average for last year would be 3 days per person.
· In relation to staff turnover, managers were not always conducting exit interviews/questionnaires, but we were keen that these did take place and that the information arising was monitored.

· Again in relation to staff turnover, we were also concerned about information being lost to the Council when staff leave, but noted that a Succession Planning Strategy was being developed which included a knowledge base of information.
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In relation to the Customer and Environmental Services element of this Portfolio, we learned that 77% of calls to the Customer Contact Centre were dealt with at first point of contact, rising to 100% of blue badge applications but falling to 50% in respect of Highways queries – due to the current lack of integration with the Highways Department’s back office software function.  We noted that the Chief Executive had written to the Director of Environmental Services at Worcestershire County Council to draw his attention to this matter.
· In relation to virtual telephony we questioned whether the re-instatement of the “queue identity number system” (whereby callers were informed their position in the system) might help reduce the number of abandoned calls, which currently stood at 10%.

Planning, Housing and Transport

In April 2008, the Portfolio Holder for Planning, Housing and Transport, together with the Head of Planning and Housing, Development Control Manager, Community Development Manager and Transport Officer attended Overview and Scrutiny Committee as part of the rolling review of Portfolio Areas.

Planning
· An outline of progress with the South Worcestershire Core Strategy was provided, together with the timetable for the approval process.  An explanation of the Core Strategy process and how it fitted in with the Council’s existing planning policy framework was also provided.
· An update was provided on current enforcement performance
· The Portfolio Holder advised that further consideration could be given in the Autumn to the introduction of a single development control committee

Housing

· It was noted that the Planning for the Future priority requires at least 5 parish housing needs surveys are undertaken each year.  The Council was below this target during 2007/08, but it included surveys of Tenbury and Upton; both of which were more complex and time consuming.    
Transport

· Concessionary Fares – most citizens had received a new bus pass with micro chip and photo identity.
· Information on take up of the new scheme would not be known until monthly reimbursement  requests were received.
Task and Finish Group Reviews 2007-08
Review of the District Council’s Response to Flooding – Summer 2007

The Executive Committee of 31st July 2007, requested that Overview and Scrutiny Committee undertake a review of the Council’s response to the Summer 2007 flooding.  To this end, the Committee set up its inaugural Task and Finish Group to carry out this work.  The Flooding Task and Finish Group comprised 6 Members -   Councillors Mike Morgan (Chairman),  Bronwen Behan, Mike Biddle, Don Hull, Roger Sutton and John Warring. 
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The Group met on six occasions to report back their in-depth findings specifically in relation to:

· Protection of Buildings Against Flooding, 
· Rest Centres/Accommodations, 
· Ditches and Watercourses, 
· Communication during the flooding, 
· Recovery
The review also included compilation of a Questionnaire which was sent to all Parish/Town Councils and analysing the high number of responses.

The review culminated in a large number of recommendations in respect of the above areas, which were reported to Executive Committee on 18th March 2008, and further considered by the Committee on 22nd April.
Services Available to Young Persons in the District
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Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 19th February 2008, commissioned the second Task & Finish Group to consider services available to young persons within the District. This was following a request from the Children and Young Person’s Champion, Cllr Joe Smith, who was also commissioned to Chair this Task & Finish Group.  Other group members include Don Hull, Val Myatt, Marian Walters, John Raine and co-optee Member Hannah Campbell (previously a Member of the Youth Council). 
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At their inaugural meeting (3rd April 2008), Members received a comprehensive briefing concerning the District Council’s contribution to meeting the needs of children and young people within the District. The Group was keen to consider the information in more detail prior to deciding which areas to include within the scope of the review. 
On-Going Reviews

The Review into the Council Support for and Engagement with the Third Sector

This review was initiated in December 2006, and delegated to the then Policy Development and Review Panel to undertake. Its aim was to identify ways of improving the development and co-ordination of support for community groups to enable them to play a greater role in delivering services for local communities.

Part of the remit was also to consider how the Council’s grant allocation of £0.5 million per annum (both direct and indirect support) to the third sector to enable them to undertake vital work in the community was being targeted.

Overview and Scrutiny Committee of 15th April 2008, agreed that in the light of changing Council priorities and the withdrawal of grant support to the voluntary sector due to budget reductions, this review should be terminated
Future Reviews

Proposed Post Office Closures and their implications for the District  
This was initially considered by the then Scrutiny Panel in March 2007, arising from the publication (December 2006) of a consultation document from the DTi on a new policy and financial framework for the Post Office Network. 

Progress with this review has been dependent on the Government’s timetable, and in particular, the six week formal consultation period, which has now been confirmed as commencing on 27th August 2008. At this point a list of post offices earmarked for possible closure and those earmarked to be affected by the associated changes will be published and comments, including those from local authorities, will be invited.  The Committee will therefore wish to consider this matter further during that consultation period.  
Other Potential Reviews 
· To Consider the effectiveness of CCTV within the District (arising from Audit Committee 30th October 2007) 
· Review of the Splash Leisure Centre - Current Contract with SLM (which runs until 2013) 

· Review Procedures followed when processing DFG Grants, including identification of obstacles that can result in delays in excess of twelve months between submission of grant applications and payment of Grant

· Provision of Affordable Housing 

We are also in the process of contacting Members with a view of canvassing issues they may wish Overview and Scrutiny Committee to review. 

Follow –Up Reviews    

The Council’s CCTV system
We met with the Head of Customer and Environmental Services on 16th October 2007, who provided an update of the progress of the Recommendations of Overview and Scrutiny Committee, (agreed by Council 7th November 2006).
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We found that West Mercia Police had been approached regarding the possibility of them providing a revenue contribution towards the cost of monitoring the static CCTV system, (which includes the costs of copy tapes that are used in evidence for prosecutions). The request was declined, however.
We also noted that the CCTV Strategy, due to be submitted to Executive Committee at the end of November 2007, could be affected by changes to the 2008/09 Budget.
Review of Street Scene and Cleanliness
Recommendations of Overview and Scrutiny Committee were agreed by Council on 7th November 2007, subject to the outcome of the Medium Term Financial Plan.

We met with the Head of Customer and Environmental Services on 20th November 2007, who provided an update as to the status of recommendations at that time, and we noted the following were ongoing or completed:
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Working with community groups to develop local capacity.

· A trial scheme of delegation to Quality Parishes under the framework set down by the Councils’ Charter

· Joint working between the County Council, District Council and Parish and Town Councils 
· The Street Scene Team works closely with Community Safety Team, local police and other agencies with regard to Anti Social Behaviour

Funding for the Street Scene Team had been included in the budget settlement for 2007/08, but had been reduced by £20,000 for 2008/09 as part of the budget reduction strategy.

Other Overview and Scrutiny Issues 
Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007

The Local Government Act 2007, includes provisions to strengthen the Overview and Scrutiny function within local authorities and bolster levels of local representation.  Much of the detail of this is subject to the publication of further regulations and government guidance, but the significant elements for District Council Overview & Scrutiny Committees will be:

· the introduction of “Councillor Calls for Action” (CCAs);

· a duty placed on Executives to respond to Overview and Scrutiny reports and recommendations;

· the scrutiny of local improvement targets, including those under Local Area Agreements.

Further details of the impact on Local Government Act 2007 on Overview and Scrutiny will be reported at a later stage when the regulations and guidance have been published, but some outline details on Councillor Calls for Action are out below, together with an outline of a proposal to enhance local democracy through formal procedures for local petitions – also the subject of recent government consultation.
Councillor Calls for Action
Under the proposals: 

· Any Member will be able to submit a Councillor Call for Action (CCA) for consideration by Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

· A CCA must relate to a matter which affects all or part of the requesting Member’s ward, or any person who lives or works within that ward; and which falls within the Council’s functions and responsibilities - although this is likely to include the general power to promote or improve the economic, social or environmental well-being of their area, making it potentially wide-ranging.

· The O&S Committee may:

· Carry out a review of the matter raised;

· Request more information on the matter;

· Make recommendations;

· Take no action (but it has to give reasons)

· The Committee will be required to update the Member who submitted the CCA on progress on any review that arises from it, or to give reasons for not pursuing a matter.

Petitions

The Government considers there is evidence that local petitioning could support representative democracy, and to this end it has consulted on whether there should be a duty on local authorities to respond to a petition where it:

· relates to a function of the local authority (or those of other public services where there are shared delivery responsibilities, including Local Area Agreement or other partnership arrangements);

· has been organised by a local person;

· includes the following information:

· Details of the authority from which a response is sought;

· The area to which it relates;

· The names and addresses of those who support it.

Any changes to dealing with local petitions is likely to result in a greater involvement of Overview and Scrutiny Committee.  Further consideration will need to be given to this when the outcome of the consultation is known and guidance is published.

	

 Malvern Hills District Council Overview and Scrutiny


	The 2007/08 Overview and Scrutiny Work Programme

	Has the 2007/08 Programme reviewed matters of interest/ relevance to you?


	Yes
	No

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Comments on the reviews that have been carried out or on the outcomes


	The 2008/09 Overview and Scrutiny Work Programme


	Your suggestions/comments for future work that the Overview and Scrutiny Committee could undertake:
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Please tick if you would like to become involved and include contact details below  


	Name/Organisation
	

	Address
	

	Telephone
	

	Email
	


Malvern Hills District Council, The Council House, Avenue Road, Malvern WR14 3AF Tel: 01684 862273     Website: www.malvernhills.gov.uk



Foreword from the Chairman








I am delighted to present this report of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee for 2007 - 08. It has been a busy year for the members of the committee, many of whom had not served as District Councillors until last May.  However, any lack of experience was quickly compensated by a freshness and enthusiasm that enabled members to ask the 'wicked questions' which make for more effective and genuine scrutiny.


 


May I thank the members of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee for their diligence and commitment, I am also grateful to the officers and members who were called to give evidence before the committee. Finally thanks are due to Chris Watkins and Karen Jarman for their administrative support throughout the year.





�





Tom Wells





� EMBED Word.Document.8 \s ���








� Patient Pathway is a practice-based health commissioning toolkit


� The Councils’ Charter is an agreement between the three tiers of local government in Worcestershire, which sets out standards of good practice in working together and recognising the role that each tier plays.
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