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Draft Report to County Council on Scrutiny Activity 

PURPOSE OF REPORT

1. This report is for scrutiny purposes. 

2. The aims and objectives of bringing this report to the Board are to obtain the Board’s views on what information should be included in the report to Council and how it should be presented for publication. 

Action Recommended  

	3. To identify any additional information that should be included in the report to Council.

4. To determine what information should be published as a summary of the achievements and benefits of the scrutiny role.


reason for recommendation

5. By providing a report to Council, the Board can promote the achievements of the scrutiny committees and seek the views of Council on the development of forward programmes.

Alternative Options  
6. The Board may decide that the information should be presented in a different way.

THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS, WHICH FOCUS ON THE MAIN ISSUES FOR SCRUTINY, ARE RELEVANT TO THE BOARD’S DISCUSSIONS: 

7. Is there any other information that the Board considers should be included to provide all councillors with a summary of the role and purpose of scrutiny?

8. Are there any other aspects of each Committee or the Board’s work to date that should be included (see Appendix 2)?

9. Should the Board seek feedback to understand how people perceive scrutiny and what are their expectations of the role of scrutiny?

10. Is the proposed level of detail given in the draft report regarding forward work plans adequate?

11. What methods should the Board use to identify how well scrutiny is performing and what areas need to be developed?  

12. Should the content of the report on scrutiny activity be amended to reflect the needs of different audiences?

 FURTHER ACTION AND TIMESCALES: 

13. A report will be submitted to Council on 13 July 2006.

MAIN BODY OF REPORT
:  

Background

14. The Scrutiny Management Board agreed at its meeting on 14 December 2005 that generally a report should be submitted to Council around April and October each year. The Board considered that the style of the report should reflect the exciting nature of scrutiny, be easy to read and should include reference to those issues that had been features in the media. 

15. The last report on scrutiny committee activity was considered by Council on 19 January 2006.  Council agreed to note the work which the Scrutiny Committees had undertaken between May and December 2005 and the proposed areas of future work as set out in the report.

16. It is proposed that the next report to Council should be submitted at its meeting on  13 July 2006. Whilst this is later than was originally intended by Scrutiny Management Board, it provides an opportunity for the Board to consider in more depth what it would like to see included in the report and how it should be presented.

Draft content for a report to Council

17. Appended is a draft document which includes reference to background information about scrutiny and its purpose. This should be of interest to all Councillors and also to co-opted members of Scrutiny Committees, particularly those who have joined the Council since the May 2005 elections.

18. There is also a proposed outline for content which could be included for each of the Scrutiny Committees and for Scrutiny Management Board. If the Board supports this approach each Chairman will work with their respective Scrutiny Officer to identify the content.  As the Board will be aware, the Health Scrutiny Committee produces its own report to Council.  

Future Developments

19. The draft document includes reference to future developments for the scrutiny function.  The Board may wish to consider whether or not it should seek the views of other councillors, including portfolio holders, co-opted members and Directors when identifying areas for further development.  

20. Reference was made at Council on 19 January 2006 to the need for members to receive training on the scrutiny role. The Councillors’ Learning and Development Working Party recommended to Standards Committee on 18 April 2006 that a councillors’ learning and development reference group be established to oversee councillors’ learning and development activities. The need to develop scrutiny skills will be put forward as an activity within the programme.

21. The terms of reference for each of the seven county council scrutiny committees reflects the portfolios as they existed in May 2005. However, since May 2005 there have been some changes to the Portfolio Holder responsibilities. Also none of the scrutiny committees match the portfolio for communications and diversity whilst there have been changes which impact on the responsibilities of the portfolio holder for Adult Care and Community Services and for Children and Young People’s Services. The Scrutiny Management Board may wish to consider whether or not changes should be made to the terms of reference of the Scrutiny Committees to reflect portfolio holder responsibilities.

	Sources of further information

a) Report CC06/02 to full Council on Activity of Scrutiny Committees

b) Scrutiny Manual – available on the County Council’s intranet system  on http://colin.suffolkcc.gov.uk/councilbusiness/overview/scrutiny%20manual%202006.doc  


Appendix 1

Draft content for Report to Council

Introduction

22. This report on the scrutiny function

c) Gives some background information about scrutiny and its purpose and

d) provides an update of the activity of the County Council’s 8 Scrutiny Committees and the Scrutiny Management Board. It covers the period from December 2005 to April 2006.

The role of Scrutiny Committees 

23. The role of Scrutiny Committees is set out in the Council’s Scrutiny Manual. This role reflects the memo of the Centre for Public Scrutiny (CfPS) which states that:

“Public scrutiny is an essential part of ensuring that our governing arrangements are both effective and accountable.   It enables a unique perspective on how well public services are being delivered and how they could be improved, from the point of view of those receiving and using those services.”

24. The  CfPS believes scrutiny should

e) Enable strong external challenge to the performance of public authorities and public sector organisations;

f) Ensure public services are responsive to the needs of the public;

g) Engage the public as active citizens;

h) Secure the effective promotion of community well being at the local level.

25. The scrutiny function consists of 

i) Scrutiny Management Board – made up of the Chairmen of each of the 8 Scrutiny Committees

j) 7 County Council Scrutiny Committees 

k) 1 county-wide Health Scrutiny Committee

The County Council’s Constitution sets out the terms of reference of each of the Scrutiny Committees and the Scrutiny Managements Board. They are reflected in the Scrutiny Manual.

26. The Health Scrutiny Committee produces a separate report to Council on its activity.

Independence of Scrutiny

27. The legislation requires a clear definition between the roles of the Executive (Cabinet) and the scrutiny process.   However the scrutiny process is an important part of the County Council’s governance arrangements and should be closely linked to its other functions.    

28. The scrutiny function is supported by the full professional, technical and other resources of the Council.    

Role of Portfolio Holders

29. A good working relationship between Cabinet and Scrutiny Committees will help scrutiny to achieve its objectives.

30. Under the scrutiny arrangements Portfolio Holders have the opportunity to engage actively with the Committee rather than wait to be invited to attend on a particular topic as they are:

l) able to attend any scrutiny committee meeting

m) to speak to the committee with the Chairman’s permission.

Portfolio Holders can take this opportunity to share with the Committee information on topics being considered for scrutiny or suggest topics that the Committee may wish to scrutinise.  This engagement and dialogue does not compromise the independence of the scrutiny process.

Good Practice 

31. A recent review of the Scrutiny process has identified examples of good practice as well as a number of practical issues which need to be addressed.

n) Separation of the scrutiny role from the policy development role has enabled scrutiny to focus on its role as critical friend in holding the Administration to account.

o) Working parties are seen by Councillors both as effective ways of scrutinising a subject in depth as well as harnessing the interests, skills and knowledge of individual councillors to a particular topic.

p) Roads and Transport Scrutiny Committee works very well.

Future Developments

32. Scrutiny Management Board will continue to review the scrutiny function and the way it operates within the county council, involving people who take part in scrutiny to help us improve. 

33. We will strengthen the scrutiny forward planning process across all scrutiny committees to ensure that issues of long term or strategic significance are subject to appropriate scrutiny. 

34. Skills development has been identified as an important aspect of ensuring members of scrutiny committees can carry out their role effectively. This will be a key priority for development for all members of scrutiny committees.

Sources of Further information

Forward work programmes 

35. There are outline programmes of work for each scrutiny committee and the Scrutiny Management Board.  These cover a 6-month period and include an outline of the subjects to be covered at each meeting.  

36. The forward work programme is reviewed at most scrutiny committee meetings and published with other committee papers. There is an opportunity for members of the Scrutiny Committee to propose changes to the topics to be considered.

Scrutiny Manual

37. The Scrutiny Manual sets out for Councillors and officers the purpose, principles and process of scrutiny. 

38. It is available on the county Council’s intranet site http://colin.suffolkcc.gov.uk/councilbusiness/overview/scrutiny%20manual%202006.doc
Scrutiny Chairmen and Vice Chairmen

39. The Chairman and Vice Chairman direct the forward work programme and encourage Committee members to challenge and debate 

Officer support

40. Scrutiny is able to call upon the full professional, technical and other resources of the Council. In addition

q) The Committee Services Team is able to provide advice and guidance to members and officers on legal, constitutional and procedural matters relating to the Scrutiny Committees and their working parties.

r) The Scrutiny Team provides a research and analysis function for Scrutiny Committees. it also provides advice and guidance on how scrutiny might be undertaken and who could be involved.  

Appendix 2
Suggested outline format for each of the scrutiny committees (and Scrutiny Management Board)

Statement by the Chairman – which covers 

s) Key achievements

This should identify items which 

I. were ‘preview’ of cabinet decisions (and what happened at Cabinet – especially if Cabinet took views into account)

II. If any items were ‘called-in’ 

III. What working parties have done

IV. What development there has been for Committee/Board members

V. Any collaborative working across committees or with other organisations

VI. Scrutiny topics that have generated media coverage and the nature of this coverage

VII. Any public/stakeholder/expert involvement in scrutiny committees

t) Priorities for the next 6 months

6

