Unconfirmed

MINUTES of the meeting of the ACCESS AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE held on Tuesday, 10 September 2002 at 2.05 pm.

PRESENT:

Duncan Macpherson - Chair

John Field – Vice-Chair

Malcolm Cherry, Jane Midwood, Charles Michell, Stefan Oliver, Janet Sibley, Ron Snell  and Alan Thwaites.

Bill Sadler and Bob Tostevin attended as substitutes for Bill Bishop and Ron Sudds respectively.  

The Chair welcomed Janet Sibley to her first meeting and thanked Adi Lavender for her contribution to the Committee.  He also welcomed members of the Corporate Assessment Team as observers. 

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 23 July 2002 were confirmed by the Committee as an accurate record and signed by the Chair. 

3. PRESENTATION ON RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN THE CONNEXIONS SERVICE

The Committee received a presentation by the Information & Communications Manager and the Development Manager of Connexions together with a young person currently on work experience with Connexions [a copy of the presentation appears in the Minute Book].   The Young People’s Involvement Strategy developed by Connexions was outlined.  Young people were engaged in a way that suited them, on issues  which they could directly influence and raining was provided to assist them to make a contribution.

The Connexions website (www.thesource.me.uk) was demonstrated which, in addition to providing information and links to other sites, also contained interactive elements such as the Big I, a message board and email advice service.  It was noted in order to gain access to the interactive parts of the site security checks were undertaken on potential users and passwords were required for access.  The Committee expressed an interest in raising County Council issues through the Connexions service either through the Big I section of the website or through the interactive software provided by Viewpoint used to obtain views from young people.

The Development Manager outlined the links which Connexions in Suffolk maintained with Connexions nationally and the Government Office for the region.  The Committee was advised that a preliminary OFSTED inspection had taken place shortly after the service had been established and a further inspection would be taking place within the next 18 months.  

Decision:  That the Committee should meet with representatives of Connexions before the next OFSTED inspection to discuss the performance of the service and other issues associated with the service.

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

Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of Interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

4. OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY PANEL REPORT – IMPROVING VOTER TURNOUT

The Committee considered Paper A02/23 [copy in the Minute Book] by the Chair of the Improving Voter Turnout Overview & Scrutiny Panel which formed the final report of the Panel.  The Chair of the Panel summarised the evidence which the Panel had considered and explained that although a number of the recommendations centred around engaging young people, many of the issues raised were equally applicable to all those eligible to vote.  Members of the Committee gave a number of examples of where work had been undertaken to engage with young people and other groups within their local communities.  

The Committee reviewed the terms of reference of the Panel and noted that it had not been able to pursue item 1(c) concerning joint working.  Rather than refer this issue back to the Panel right away, the Committee wished that it first be reported to Executive Committee, which might wish to take forward the joint work indicated in 1(c) of the terms of reference in other ways. 

Decision:  That the recommendations of the Overview & Scrutiny Panel be endorsed with the addition of the following points:

(i) Raise awareness of local elections, eg  poll cards for every election and clearer links with postal voting;

(ii) Improve access to voting, eg by seeking additional polling stations; 

(iii) Promote methods that increase voter turnout, eg postal voting; and

(iv)
The recommendations of the Overview & Scrutiny Panel and the additional recommendations noted above be reported to Executive Committee, including the issue of how joint working in the original terms of reference might be taken forward.

Reason for decision:  To assist with raising local voter turnout figures and increasing citizens’ involvement in the democratic process.

Alternative options:  The Committee could have referred the matter back to the Panel for further work rather than report its recommendations to Executive Committee at the time.

Declarations of Interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

5. ELECTRONIC ACCESS TO SERVICE INFORMATION/E GOVERNMENT UPDATE 

The Committee considered Paper AO2/24 [copy in the Minute Book] by the Assistant Director ICT which provided a brief summary of progress by the County Council against the main areas relating to the e-government initiative.  The Committee was advised that an ICT Action Plan had been created to ensure that the correct infrastructure was in place for e-government.  The first action in the Plan was the reformatting of the Council’s website.  The portal for Suffolk, which is part of the cross council partnership programme, would be supported by the Suffolk website.

The Council’s IEG statement would be presented to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister by the end of October 2002.  This would include details of all the activity which had been undertaken in Suffolk which the County Council had been involved in and also the plans for the next 12 months.  Suffolk Council’s had agreed to submit individual IEG statements with reference to joint proposals across the County.  The IEG statement would be circulated to members of the Committee on 16 September 2002 and would be considered by the Executive Committee on 15 October 2002.  Progress on BVPI157, which measures the percentage of Council services available electronically as a percentage of those services that can possibly be made available electronically, would form part of the IEG statement.

The Committee received a presentation on the Council’s redesigned website which had been refocused in line with e-government thinking.  In response to questions from members of the Committee, it was explained that national guidance had been followed on the selection of colours for the website.  Facilities had been introduced to increase the size of the font and remove graphics to assist users to read text, although it was recognised that people with visual impairments should be able to view the same information as those without.  All pages on the website contained a header and footer to maintain the identity of the County Council.  The new theme based navigation aid was demonstrated which the Committee considered improved accessibility.  Increasing the content and transactions available on the site was now being progressed in the next phase of development.  The Committee was advised that a conference would be held in October to obtain the views of other public sector users.

Decision:   That e-government is retained as a regular item on the Committee’s forward work programme.

Reason for decision:   To engage with this agenda as part of the Committee’s overview and scrutiny function.

Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of Interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

6. BEST VALUE REVIEW OF LIBRARIES

The Committee considered Paper AO2/25 [copy in the Minute Book] by the County Manager Libraries and Heritage which reviewed the findings of the Best Value Inspection of the Library Service and the Library Service’s response to those findings.  The Committee was advised that the Inspection had found that the Library Service was “a good service that has promising prospects for improvement”.  The Inspectors had made a number of recommendations which the Service was taking action to address.  In addition, the Best Value Improvement Plan had begun to be implemented.  New users of the Library Service would be encouraged by improving the physical appearance of libraries and also by the introduction of extended opening hours.  A report on extended opening hours would be considered by Executive Committee on 5 November 2002.

Decision:  That

(i)
the Committee endorsed the response to the findings of the Best Value inspection; and

(iii)
the Committee requested that items be added to the forward work programme to enable progress with the Best Value Improvement Plan to be monitored and to review the extension of library opening hours.

Reason for decision: 

Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of Interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

7. COUNCILLOR STEERING GROUP FOR CONSULTATION

The Committee considered Paper AO2/26 [copy in the Minute Book] by the Assistant Director (Communications) which proposed the establishment of a Councillors’ Steering Group to help determine the County Council’s input to consultation processes.  

Decision:   That Group Leaders be requested to nominate one councillor from each Group to form a Consultation Steering Group.

Reason for decision:  To provide an opportunity for input from Councillors and to enable scrutiny of the effectiveness of consultation.

Alternative options:  The Committee considered the rules of proportionality but agreed that in this instance nominations for one councillor from each Group should be requested.

Declarations of Interest:  None declared.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

8. FORWARD WORK PROGRAMME AND EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE’S FORWARD PLAN

Members of the Committee had no additional items to add to the forward work programme and noted the role of the Overview & Scrutiny Management Board in the co-ordination of forward work programmes between Overview & Scrutiny Committees.

Decision:   The Panel endorsed the Forward Work Programme with the addition of items raised during the meeting.

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

Alternative options:  None considered.

Declarations of Interest:  Not applicable.

Dispensations:  Not applicable.

The meeting concluded at 4.35 pm.
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