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Thank you very much indeed for the invitation to speak to you today, I'm delighted to be here.

This is a particularly appropriate point to be having this conference, as the Strengthening Local Democracy consultation has brought the issue of scrutiny to the fore once again. I think it's also appropriate, with the background of the difficult economic and tightening fiscal climate, to look at how scrutiny committees are working in the economic downturn. So today is an excellent opportunity for us all to ask ourselves some searching questions.

How do we continue to deliver high quality public services at a time of tight public expenditure?

How do we make these services better and more responsive to users, giving people entitlements which they can enforce, and also ensuring good value for money for the taxpayer?

I believe the answer lies in a radically expanded role for scrutiny, where local authorities are at the heart of their communities, and have greater responsibility for oversight of public service spending in their area.

Local authorities who are able to scrutinise and hold to account organisation that spend public money or delivers public services.

Local authorities that champion their citizens, and drive out inefficiency and waste. Driving up standards, and seeking redress when these are not met.

Because of the unique democratic mandate councils have they are the only ones able to fulfil this vital role. And as scrutiny officers and councillors, you will be at the forefront of that work.

Scrutiny today 

This is a very ambitious vision - but I have every confidence you can rise to the challenge.

We have come along way since we first set up overview and scrutiny committees in 2000.

Initially, councils had to set up at least one committee to examine decision-making across the council. But in 2007, this was taken much further to make scrutiny more outward-looking, examining how councils worked with their Local Area Agreement partners on agreed priorities.

I know you all put a huge amount of effort into setting up these joint structures with your colleagues in the health service and other local service providers. I was the health Minister at the time of the introduction of the new arrangements. I hope you agree it has been worthwhile. I certainly feel, as a constituency MP that it has been. The approach you have taken has helped overcome the old institutional divides and promote closer joint working.

Scrutiny's role in LAAs and Total Place 

We need to take this vision even further now. As local authorities stake out a more ambitious role for themselves as local leaders and champions of their communities, so scrutiny must evolve, too, to keep pace with these changes. 

Local Area Agreements are at the heart of this new area–based approach. Promoting a sharper focus on what really matters in the locality, and on organising services around the people who use them, rather than around those who provide them.

I think the Total Place pilots will up the ante even further. When we look at all the public money in an area; what are the inconsistencies, what are the overlaps, where is the duplication and the unnecessary bureaucracy? The Total Place pilots are enabling us to have a keen focus on these issues.

Because councils are at the centre of decision making in their area, as I have said, they are at the centre of Total Place Not only do they provide services, they also act as community leaders in a way no other service provider can. Councils take a broad view of the needs of local people and are uniquely placed to pull together the public, private and third sector bodies to tackle cross-cutting issues.

So I believe councils should harness their democratic mandate to act as a 'champion' for their citizens. Holding service providers to account about how they're spending public money, getting the best value for that money, and providing high quality joined-up services for citizens.

In that changing landscape, effective oversight is more important than ever to ensure that those new ways of working succeed. And crucially, succeed not just for service providers, but citizens as well.

Individuals often feel they don't have the power, or the detailed knowledge, to tackle service providers like the police, utility companies or transport companies and bosses on their own.

And I believe councils should be able to fight on their citizens' behalf.

Ensuring citizens' entitlements to a good standard of public service delivery are met - and securing redress for citizens if they are not.

Making sure citizens can exercise their rights and opportunities to influence and challenge decisions - and supporting citizens as they do so.

And above all, ensuring that public services - and private companies fulfilling public service roles - can be held to account by councillors who are effective advocates on behalf of citizens.

So, done properly, I think that in this new environment, scrutiny can drive real improvements in public service delivery.

So we should have two aims - to make sure all authorities can exploit their powers of scrutiny effectively, coherently and systematically. And to make sure citizens have confidence that their councillor is able to report back on public spending in their area.

Strengthening Local Democracy 

So what are the new powers needed to fulfil this ambition? Well, the Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill extends the scope of what joint scrutiny committees can look at, allowing them to go beyond LAA targets to examine how well local partners are working together to tackle the big challenges their communities face.

And from now on, all councils with lead responsibility for LAAs will have to designate an officer to support overview and scrutiny locally, in recognition of its increasing importance. And that again will help raise its visibility and effectiveness.

But we also need to go further. That's why we have been running a consultation to find out your views on what these new powers should be. Strengthening Local Democracy is all about giving you the tools you need to take on this role.

Our vision is that powerful local government will play an essential role in ensuring citizens receive their entitlements to a consistently good standard of public services.

So how to make this happen over and above the Bill? We have been seeking your views on a number of questions:

Should councils be able to scrutinise other bodies, such as utility companies and local transport providers?

Should authorities have the power to summon officers from LAA partners and other bodies to appear before your committee, should these other partners be obliged to respond to your findings?

What other resources and powers do authorities need to exercise this new function?

We have had a really positive response to the consultation and we are keen to capitalise on the momentum that is building on this issue.

Scrutiny delivers real results 

Because already, scrutiny is achieving a higher profile and being used in imaginative ways. Not just to increase openness and transparency - but to deliver real improvements to services that make life better for residents.

And I know you have heard a number of examples today during this conference. I certainly think scrutiny has come into its own in the recent economic downturn.

Committees have been using their resources and skills to look at the local impact, and identify ways of lessening its toll on the areas likely to be most affected, such as housing and employment.

Innovative new policies have also been introduced thanks to these committees. Scrutiny committees approach policy delivery through the other end of the prism - allowing such innovation to flourish.

The regional dimension 

Of course, as we move towards more joint working in city-regions and sub-regional partnerships, and at the regional level, accountability and transparency become more important than ever.

They are vital to ensure that local priorities are still reflected in these broader frameworks. But inevitably structures become more complex.

So we are legislating in the LDEDC Bill to allow groups of councils involved in Multi-Area Agreements or City region partnerships to set up a joint scrutiny committee.

These bodies will have the power to examine any issue relevant to the partnership. And they come with teeth: they will have the right to demand information from relevant organisations.

It's also because of this regional aspect that we are putting Leaders' Boards on a statutory footing, so they can provide the same level of accountability at the regional level, as councils and Regional Development Agencies draw up their single regional strategies.

And these new structures, across broader geographical areas, will complement the radical new role that we want to see for local scrutiny. Ensuring an unrelenting focus on service quality and value for money. Enabling the voices of citizens to be heard. At every level of government.

Conclusion 

So we certainly want to build on the growing recognition of the crucial role that effective accountability can play in supporting better public services. Ensuring strong local councils are at the centre of leading, shaping and scrutinising local services.

As I have just set out, we are looking at adding some powerful new weapons to your armoury. Which I have to say is a testament to our faith in the work that you have been doing.

I think that you have already demonstrated how effective scrutiny can deliver greater accountability, greater transparency, and can lead to real improvements in local services.

What we need to do now is build on these foundations, and see how much further we can go in harnessing the power of scrutiny to get a better deal for our citizens.

You are the people doing this on the ground, day in, day out. I have to say that this is about national Government working in partnership with you in local government to make our radical vision a reality. I will now stop talking, because I want to listen to you - to hear your thoughts.
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