



[image: image1.png]suffe |k

Local Area Agreement
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Suffolk Local Area Agreement Joint Scrutiny Panel

23 September 2009
Review of sub group scrutiny process and forward work programme
Summary

This paper provides information for the discussion on the review of the sub group scrutiny process and forward work programme for the Suffolk Local Area Agreement Joint Scrutiny Panel (the Panel) for 2009.

Objective

To decide the way forward for the work of the Panel, particularly the sub group scrutiny process, ensuring effective scrutiny in areas where the Panel can make an impact, and where outcomes and recommendations can add value to the work of the Suffolk Strategic Partnership (SSP).
The Panel may wish to:

Adopt one the suggestions given;

Add to or amend the suggestions;

Recommend a completely different way forward.

	Contact Details

Name:

Telephone:

E-mail:


	Scrutiny Officer 

Sarah Harvey

01473 265553

sarah.harvey@suffolkcc.gov.uk 


	Local Councillor

All Councillors




Introduction

1. On 28 January 2009 and 25 March 2009 the Panel considered papers on how it would plan its forward work programme.  On 25 March the Panel, taking into account feedback from the Greenest County Scrutiny Sub Group, who were reporting to that meeting, agreed to adopt the process outlined in the paper of 25 March 2009 and shown in the diagram at Appendix 1 of that paper.

2. The process involved the setting up of a new sub group at each meeting; usually following an information session form one of the delivery partnerships.  This sub group would then scope its scrutiny and bring the draft objectives back to the main Panel at the next meeting for approval.  Work would then begin on the scrutiny and the sub group would bring an interim report and then a final report to the Panel at the following two meetings.
3. A second scrutiny sub group has now produced its final report and two other sub groups have just finished scoping their scrutinies.  The experiences of each of those sub groups has highlighted some difficulties with the agreed process and has also brought forward new work for the Panel, in terms of reviewing recommendations made and suggesting new items for scrutiny.
4. This paper suggests some alternative ways of working to address some of these issues. 

What are the Panel being asked to do?

5. Using the information in this paper, input from the panel members involved in the current sub groups, input from officers involved with and supporting the Suffolk Strategic Partnership Board, the Performance Management Group, and the Delivery Partnerships, and input from the performance and planning team, who will all be represented at the meeting, the Panel are asked to 
a) Review the current scrutiny sub group process;
b) Decide on a future scrutiny sub group process;

c) Agree a forward work programme format for the Panel and sub groups; and 

d) Consider extending or amending the duration of the current scrutiny sub groups.
Issues with the current process

6. The current process, as agreed by the Panel on 23 March 2009, is shown in the diagram at Appendix 1 of this paper.  This Appendix shows the slippage in the timescales for the Economic Development Sub Group and the consequent effect on reporting back to the Panel.
7. The issues with this process as highlighted by the current sub groups include:

a) Once the sub group’s final report is agreed by the panel, the sub group still has to present the report to the relevant decision making bodies and this can take considerable time and effort.  For example, the Greenest County Sub Group report is still being presented to those bodies, some three months after it was agreed by the Panel.
b) It can sometimes be difficult identifying volunteers for the sub groups leading to delays in scoping the scrutiny.  Currently this has led to the Economic Development Sub Group activity being delayed so that it is now running in tandem with the newest Culture and Sport sub group.

c) There are still issues with time constraints and availability of key witnesses within the timescales currently in place.

d) There is a strain on the time and resources of the Panel members, some of whom are currently on more than one active sub group.  This is making arrangements for meetings difficult and causing issues for those members in terms of the time they can devote to each sub group.

e) There is also a limit on the resource that is provided to the Panel in terms of officer support, and it is becoming increasingly difficult to deal with the volume of work generated by the sub groups and the Panel. 

8. In addition, the work of the sub groups has given rise to additional items for the Panel’s forward work programme, some of which may need scrutiny by the full Panel, rather than by a sub group.  This includes:
a) Recommendations from the sub group reports suggesting further items for consideration for the Panel’s forward work programme.
b) Recommendations from the sub group reports that will be due for review and will need to feed into the forward work programme.
9. Taking all this into account, there is a very real danger of the effectiveness and the quality of the Panel’s scrutiny being compromised if the current working process, and work load generated by this, is maintained.  There is also a danger of diluting the work of the main Panel meetings as agendas are filled by approval of objectives, interim reports and final reports.  

10. Another very important consideration is the danger of overloading and therefore possibly losing experienced and enthusiastic Panel members who feel that they cannot maintain this level of activity.

11. In addition, the Panel will hear feedback and information from both members and officers concerning the presentations of the first sub group report, and possible changes to the way the decision making bodies of the Suffolk Strategic partnership and it Delivery Partnerships work and move forward.  How the Panel fits into the proposed new structure is very relevant to its ongoing work, as is the identification of scrutiny subjects and how that scrutiny is conducted.

Suggestions for alternative sub group scrutiny processes

12. This paper proposes two possible options for future working.  These are illustrated in the diagrams in appendices 2 and 3.  These appendices include the slippage for the Economic Development sub group, but show suggested amended timescales to mitigate the effects of this.  The Panel would need to approve any such changes.
13. In addition, for both suggested processes, it is suggested that the Panel consider clearance of the sub group objectives of scrutiny by e-mail, rather than at a full Panel meeting.  Direction is often given to the sub group at the meeting where it is set up, and the sub group then scope the scrutiny fully, and experience has shown that there is very little debate on the scoping documents when they come the Panel meetings for approval.

14. The first suggestion is to use the current process, but to halve the sub group activity by only setting up a new sub group at alternate meetings, instead of at every meeting.  This has the immediate advantage of reducing the workload, but still incorporates the same timescales for each scrutiny.  Current sub group members will have views on how realistic those timescales are.   This is illustrated in Appendix 2.

15. If this process is adopted it would:
a) Allow an initial period of two months to form the sub group and scope the scrutiny;

b) Give a four month period for the scrutiny and production of the final report, with an interim report after two months.
c) Allow time for three detailed sub group scrutinies each year to take place and report back; and

d) Free up agenda time for relevant scrutiny and review of recommendations to be conducted by the main Panel.

16. The second suggestion is also to set up a sub group at alternate meetings, but also to extend that sub group activity by an extra meeting, giving additional time for each scrutiny.  A brief progress report can then be given at the interim meeting to reassure the Panel that work is progressing, or to alert the Panel to any issues that are being encountered.  This is illustrated in Appendix 3.
17. If this process is adopted it would: 

e) Allow an initial period of two months to form the sub group and scope the scrutiny;

f) Give a six month period for the scrutiny and production of the final report, with an interim report after two months.

g) Allow time for three detailed sub group scrutinies each year to be started up, but only two would report back in the first year.  In subsequent years three would report back each year; and

h) Free up agenda time for relevant scrutiny and review of recommendations to be conducted by the main Panel.

Recommendation
18. That the suggestion outlined in paragraphs 14 and 15 above, and in Appendix 2 be adopted.  This will have the following advantages: 

a) Allow four months for each scrutiny, after scoping;
b) Gives an even spread of reports and information sessions at each meeting;
c) Allows time on every agenda for other items;

d) Minimises overlap of sub groups and the danger of overburdening members; and

e) The workload can be managed well within current resources.

Appendices

Appendix 1

Current process for scrutiny activity
Appendix 2

Suggested scrutiny process 1

Appendix 3

Suggested scrutiny process 2
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