A03/15

MINUTES of the meeting of the ACCESS AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE held in the Central Library, Bury St. Edmunds on Tuesday, 29 April 2003 at 2.00 pm.

PRESENT:

Duncan Macpherson - Chair

John Field – Vice-Chair

Malcolm Cherry, Steven Hudson, Charles Michell, Jane Midwood, Stefan Oliver and Ron Snell.

Graham Manuel attended as a substitute for Alan Thwaites.

The Chair welcomed members and officers to the Central Library in Bury St. Edmunds. 

1. declaration of interests

No declarations of interest or reports of dispensations were made in connection with any of the items on the agenda.

2. CONFIRMATION OF MINUTES

The minutes of the meeting held on 4 March 2003 were confirmed by the Committee as an accurate record and signed by the Chair. The Chair reported that the Executive Committee had not considered the Best Value Review of Heritage on 1 April as planned. He confirmed that when it had been considered it would come to a meeting of this Committee 

3. EXECUTIvE COMMITTEE DECISION
The Committee noted the decision of the Executive Committee regarding paper E03/1 having taken account of the comments of this Committee following the preview of the report at the last meeting. The Chair welcomed the introduction of this new process. 

4. STRATEGIC TECHNOLOGICAL PARTNERSHIP
The Project Manager attended the meeting and presented an update on the process to select a Strategic Technological Partner. Following a five - month period of working with five bidders to gather information and clarify requirements, the Executive Committee had selected a short-list of two prospective partners, BT and Liberata (formerly CSL). The County Council was working in partnership with Mid Suffolk and Suffolk Coastal District Councils. The next stage in the process was a briefing and planning phase to work up the detailed proposals prior to a final decision being taken in August and that following that decision the Access and Community Involvement Committee would be asked to scrutinise the selection process.  Subject to the selection of a partner and the satisfactory completion of contractual negotiations, the partnership was scheduled to commence on 1 December 2003. 

In response to questions the Project Manager informed the Committee that whilst all the District Councils were supportive of the partnership, only Mid Suffolk and Suffolk Coastal Councils had been in a position to make the necessary financial commitment to become full partners in the project. The Police Authority was not directly involved although Public Protection issues such as trading standards would be included. It was suggested that each of the two final bidders should be invited to make presentations to the June meeting of this Committee. 

The Chair thanked the Project Manager for his presentation and requested that when the Committee was to scrutinise the process members should be provided with a diagramatic representation of the areas involved and details of critical success factors. 

Decision:   The Panel noted the progress made to date. 

Reason for decision:   Part of the role of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee responsible for the project.

Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

5. FORWARD WORK PROGRAMME 
 

The Committee considered the Forward Work Programme and the Executive Forward Plan.  The Chair reiterated that when the Best Value Review of Heritage is rescheduled by Executive Committee, the Committee should check its relevance to the Access and Community Involvement forward programme. The Chair reminded members to review the Executive Agenda and propose items or inclusion in the Forward Work Programme.

Decision:   The Panel endorsed the Forward Work Programme with the amendment referred to by the Chair. 

Reason for decision:   Part of the corporate forward work strategy.

Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable. 

6. PUBLIC ACCESS
a) Public Access Developments within Waveney 

The Committee considered Paper AO3/10 [copy in the Minute Book] by the Public Access Programme Manager. The Report set out details of the progress made with the Service Centre Development (‘Navigator’) within Lowestoft Library; the creation of links with Waveney District Council and other partners to develop joint initiatives and the establishment of action groups to consider improving access arrangements in some of the Market Towns in Waveney. The views of the Committee were sought on these developments as part of the process to prepare a report to the Executive Committee. A revised front page of the report was submitted which amended the heading to reflect that the developments covered the whole of the Waveney district and, as a consequence the names of all the Waveney Councillors were identified as local Councillors involved.  

The Committee considered the document in general and the Public Access Programme Manager responded to the following general and specific points raised by members of the Committee: 

(i) Publicity to improve awareness of the developments – Members expressed the view that there was a lack of understanding of what was happening to improve public access and that there was a need for a greater emphasis to be placed on publicity particularly for those groups not easily reached. They were advised that work was being done with Waveney Public Access Forum and other organisations such as the District Council and the Health Service to publicise the developments. The Chair suggested that consideration could be given to the use of the Communications unit to assist with publicity;

(ii) Arrangements for the “roll-out” of developments in the areas outside Lowestoft – In response to comments made that market towns in Waveney were distinct areas members asked how the “rolling out” of the developments would be prioritised. The Public Access Programme Manager indicated that the general principle would be for a single point for the supply of information in each area and that prioritisation would be carried out based on the requests of the areas and organisations involved; 

(iii)
Local Knowledge – The Chair emphasised the importance of local knowledge in the process and suggested that all the local County Councillors should be involved in the process and kept fully informed of developments. 

Decision:   That the Public Access Programme Manager should give consideration to the comments and proposals set out above in preparing the report for the Executive Committee and that he should consider the production of a bulletin/update on Public Access Developments for members of this Committee and also for the local councillors in Waveney. 

Reason for decision:  To ensure that all possible steps are taken to publicise and inform the public of these developments. 

Alternative options:  The Committee could have recommended that the public access developments should not be publicised. 

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

b) Public Access – General Development
The Assistant Director, ICT informed the Committee that work had been in progress on the Public Access Programme for eighteen months. During that time officers had been working on a general overview of access to County Services together with a number of specific projects such as the ongoing development in Waveney which had just been considered by the Committee. The Council had engaged the services of ‘Impower’, a consultancy service, to assist in the work of developing a call centre and two members of Impower made a presentation to the Committee. The presentation covered three areas:

i) Customer Experience – this dealt with questions such as whether to have a single number or a range covering different services, the  extension of hours to cover evenings and weekends;

ii) Depth of Service – this covered the division of front and back office and specialist services; and

iii) Options for implementation – whether to implement incrementally and end with a full service or to delay implementation in order to start with a full service. 

The Public Access Strategy and the Strategic Technological Partnership initiatives had been progressing independently but they needed to be brought together. It was noted that a pack containing the Power point slides used in the presentation together with additional information was being prepared and would be circulated to members next week. Members drew attention to a number of points arising from the presentation:

a) Whilst one of the key issues for the Committee is to ensure that access arrangements are satisfactory, the presentation slides made no reference to Councillors. Councillors must have at least the same levels of access as the public;

b) The “Customer First” initiative had provided a great deal of information on a number of specific issues such as the management of the process of transferring information from the front line to the specialist services. It was necessary to link that information back to the number of calls which were anticipated when the Call Centre went live. The Impower representatives pointed out that the business model allowed for focussing at any level required as there were formulae built in to allow this. The Assistant Director ICT added that different areas had different levels of statistics and that there was no room for complacency when trying to determine appropriate levels;

c) Information had been sought from those local authorities which had introduced extended hours to ascertain the levels of demand on the system outside of normal working hours. This had revealed a significant fall off of demand after 8pm and some authorities had reverted to a system of message taking for next day response for non-emergency items.

d) It was noted that the implementation costs would be large and that it was necessary to provide a sufficient level of staffing to be able to respond fully to whatever level of demand resulted from the introduction of the scheme.

e) Members stressed that a call centre would not be the only point of contact and that it was necessary to ensure that others such as Kiosks and service centres were able to provide the levels of information required by their users.

The Chair thanked the Assistant Director ICT and the representatives of Impower for their presentation and asked members of the Committee to bear the points raised during the presentation in mind during the presentations by the two bidders at the next meeting of the Committee. 

7. E-GOVERNMENT
a) Update 

The Committee considered Paper AO3/11 [copy in the Minute Book] by the Assistant Director, ICT. The Report, which was an exception report, set out details of progress made in implementing those elements of the ICT strategy action plan which were in progress or had been delayed. The Committee noted that the principal reasons for delay were the Strategic Technological Partnership and the impending move to Endeavour House, both of which had taken resources away from the action plan projects. The delay in the network strategy was of greatest concern as it was under strain. Although it was due for re-design, this would not take place until the Technological Partnership and the move to Endeavour House had taken place and the network design and development proposals would be checked with both bidders to ensure that the necessary work is compatible with long term proposals that they will make.   

Decision:   That the quarterly monitoring report on the ICT Strategy and Action Plan should be accepted.

Reason for decision: Part of the Committee’s overview and scrutiny function.

Alternative options:  None considered. 

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

b) Best Value ICT Inspection Report 

The Committee considered Paper AO3/12 [copy in the Minute Book] by the Assistant Director, ICT. The Appendix to the Report was a draft report to the Executive Committee setting out the findings of the Best Value ICT Inspection Report and proposing an Action Plan in response to the Inspector’s recommendations. The Committee was requested to consider whether the progress in implementing the recommendations highlighted by the Inspectors met the Council’s objectives. 

In response to Councillors questions the Assistant Director, ICT indicated that the reason for the second part of the inspection was that during the first part the Inspectors had thought that there might be scope for improvement but that they were unable to evidence those thoughts. The second part of the inspection provided the evidence which had resulted in the inspectors statement that there are promising prospects for improvement in this service. The proposed Action Plan had two themes, Performance management and Communications with users. With regard to performance management, work had commenced on Performance Indicators. 
. Particular reference was made to the lunchtime seminars, originally organised for IT staff but now attended by staff from all areas as well as Councillors and attracting up to 50 delegates. 

Decision:   That the draft report to the Executive Committee on the Best Value ICT Inspection Report and proposed Action Plan should be agreed.

Reason for decision: Part of the Committee’s overview and scrutiny function.

Alternative options:  The Committee could have rejected the proposed action plan or recommended changes to it. 

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable. 

8. UPDATE ON RURAL ISSUES

The Committee considered Paper AO3/13 [copy in the Minute Book] by the Strategic Policy Manager. The Report, which had been requested following a review of a number of rural issues in June 2002, indicated that whilst there had been little further action on some of the issues due to revised work priorities, further developments had taken place in the following two areas:

a) Rural Renaissance and Rural Plan
Changes in funding arrangements by EEDA had resulted in the cessation of the North East Suffolk Rural Priority Area. A new scheme entitled Rural Renaissance would provide a similar amount of funding but this would be for use on a County-wide basis and under the management of the Suffolk Development Agency. The new arrangement had created the need for the creation of a new framework and recent discussions had resulted in the suggestion that a Suffolk Rural Partnership should be developed. The proposals were still at a very early stage and there were a number of questions which required resolution including those of representation and frequency of meetings. The Committee was asked to consider whether the suggested approach was appropriate and how it might relate to the Suffolk Strategic Partnership.

In response to a question the Strategic Policy Manager indicated that the amount of EEDA finance was £700,000 plus additional sums from other partners.   

b) Report by the Local Government Association (LGA) into Rural Revival 

The LGA had completed a study of ways in which local authorities could contribute to a rural revival. The examples of best practice referred to in the study included proposals for ‘Rural Proofing’ which had been the subject of a study by the University of Birmingham and Suffolk County Council. The Appendix to the report summarised the principal conclusions of the Inquiry, examined the Council’s activity in that area and made recommendations for further action. 

Decision:   That the contents of the report should be noted and the progress made reviewed in 9 months time. 

Reason for decision: To provide a framework within which to consider future decisions.

Alternative options:  The Committee could have delayed consideration of these issues until firmer proposals had been prepared. 

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable. 

9. RURAL ACCESS PLANNING FOR THE LIBRARY SERVICE

The Committee considered Paper AO3/14 [copy in the Minute Book] by the County Manager, Libraries and Heritage. The Report sought to obtain the views of the Committee on the development of a rural access plan for libraries and in particular views on the future development of Library Links. Following the agreement of the Library Best Value Improvement Plan, a consultant with experience of working with rural agencies was employed to report on the current position and to propose the basis for the rural access plan. Part of that work was to review the existing Library Links and to make proposals for their future development.

Whilst the concept of library links had been proven to have a number of merits, the operation, and in particular the targeting of the links was in need of improvement. There were a number of reasons why some of the current links were not working as well as they should be. The consultant had identified between 25 and 35 possible sites and the budget for the current year was sufficient to develop three or four of these sites. The report proposed that the development of these sites should be treated as a new pilot scheme and that a further report should be submitted to the Committee in 12 months time as the basis for determining the future of rural access for the Library Service. 

Decision:   That the Committee should support the taking of the following action: 

(i) the principle of a strategy to develop between 25 and 35 Library Links throughout the County targeting the needs of students and people in employment;

(ii) the development of at least three new Library Links within the next twelve months to include those aspects of the Consultant’s proposals which can be achieved within current budgets;

(iii) the carrying out of investigations to ascertain whether an integrated ‘electronic point of sale’ (EPOS) based system can be achieved for  Library Links and that current marketing initiatives within libraries should include consideration of the needs of Library Links;

(iv) the treatment of these proposals as a new pilot scheme testing new approaches to the Library Links concept.

And that a further monitoring report be prepared for consideration by this Committee to link with the budget cycle, reviewing progress of the Library Links and the costings of the mobile library service 

Reason for decision: To progress the Best Value Inspection action point to develop a rural access plan for Libraries.

Alternative options:  The Committee could have decided to continue with Links based on the current model or not to continue with the Links. 

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable. 

The meeting concluded at 4.53 pm.
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