SMB05/05

MINUTES of the meeting of the SCRUTINY MANAGEMENT BOARD held in the Council Chamber on Wednesday 15 June 2005 at 10.30 am

PRESENT:

Charles Michell – Chairman

Mark Bee, Peter Bellfield, John Field, Jane Hore, Karen Knight, Keith Rawlingson and Frank Warby

1. declarations of interest and dispensations

No declarations of interest or dispensations were reported.

2. confirmation of minutes

The minutes of the meeting of the Overview and Scrutiny Management Board held on 28 February 2005 were confirmed as an accurate record and signed by the Chairman.

3. developing the scrutiny function at suffolk county council

The Board considered paper SMB05/04 [copy in the minute book] which sought the views of members of the Board on the development of scrutiny arrangements. It was reported that, since the paper had been published, some of the meeting dates set out in section 10 of the report had been changed:  they were Customer Services which had been moved to 14 July; Children, Schools & Young People’s Services to 11 July; and Health to 13 July.  Reference to Community Education at 2 (e) of Appendix 1 should also be changed to read Adult Education which was the correct term and one which would be used in the revised Constitution.

Decision:  The Board agreed that

(a) Frank Warby should be the councillor scrutiny champion for Suffolk on the Centre for Public Scrutiny’s scrutiny champion network;

(b) the chairmen of appropriate scrutiny committees, in liaison with a member of the scrutiny officer team, should decide which of the outstanding items from appendix 2 to carry forward onto their committee’s forward work programmes;

(c) agendas for meetings of the Suffolk Scrutiny Network should be sent to members of the Scrutiny Management Board on an open “invitation to attend” basis; and

the revised Scrutiny Manual should be brought to the next meeting for approval.

Reason for the decision:  The Board was interested to learn of the way in which scrutiny practice and experience was being shared and developed both nationally and locally. It was keen for Suffolk to have a nominated councillor champion in the Centre for Public Scrutiny network and for attendance at the countywide scrutiny network meetings to be open to all members of the Board depending on agenda content. 

Attention was drawn to section 19 of the report and it was explained that, at present, the team leader was in post and that interviews for the remaining four posts were currently under way. 

Alternative options:  The Board’s decision was an expansion of that recommended on the report.

Declarations of interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

4. scrutiny arrangements

The Board considered paper SMB05/05 [copy in the minute book] setting out the position with regard to the Authority’s scrutiny arrangements. A note of the principles of good public scrutiny, which had been extracted from the Centre for Public Scrutiny’s Good Scrutiny Guide, was circulated at the meeting.

Decision:  The Board agreed that

(a) a more in-depth report on the four principles of good scrutiny identified by the Centre for Public Scrutiny [CfPS] should be presented to the next meeting;

(b) the questions set out in appendix 2 should be endorsed and scrutiny committees should be made aware of the existing mechanism for putting forward suggested items for scrutiny and how to use “call-in” effectively;

(c) scrutiny committees should be made aware of the option to take meetings to alternative locations, for example when to do so would enable members of the public to attend and hear the debate on a significant local issue; and

(d) the existing system of six-monthly forward work programmes for scrutiny committees should be continued on the understanding that they were an article of intent rather than a rigid immovable programme.

Reason for the decision:  The Board recognised that, generally, the scrutiny function had been working well in Suffolk. There were some concerns, however, that the outcomes arising from scrutiny activities were not always traceable and that there was room for improvement in terms of effective questioning by councillors. It was felt that examination of the good practices identified by the CfPS might assist the Board in developing improved systems and practices in Suffolk

The Board was aware of occasions when the former overview and scrutiny committees had taken meetings away from County Hall/Endeavour House to local village halls or other public buildings in order to engage with members of the public. Whilst the value of that objective was commendable, Board members recognised that attendance of members of the public at such meetings was often disappointingly low in comparison to the cost of staging meetings away from the County Council’s main base.

On the issue of forward work programmes, the Board recognised that these were “living” documents and that there would inevitably be shifts in the position of some items as issues with a higher priority came on stream. Board members were reminded of the existing procedures for councillors to ask for items to be considered for inclusion in a scrutiny committee’s work programme.

Alternative options:  Not applicable.

Declarations of interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

The meeting closed at 11.32 am
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