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1.

Reason for the Report

1.1

The purpose of this report is consider the response to the feedback provided
by the Centre for Governance and Scrutiny (CfGS) following completion of
their recent review of the Council’s Scrutiny arrangements.

2.

Recommendations

2.1

It is recommended that the Panel:



Consider the feedback from CfGS as detailed in Appendix A; and
Consider the suggested response to the recommendations set out in
Appendix C.

3.

Executive Summary

3.1

CfGS were commissioned to conduct a ‘step back’ review of the Council’s
Overview & Scrutiny arrangements. The review was conducted earlier this
year and the conclusions were reported back to the Council in April. Their
report is attached at Appendix A..

3.2

An all member workshop was held in September to enable CfGS to share their
findings and to provide an opportunity for councillors to give some initial
feedback. The notes from the discussions at the workshop are attached at
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Appendix B. It was suggested and agreed at the workshop that each of the
Council’s Overview & Scrutiny Panels should be given the opportunity to
discuss the findings further and consider how the Council should take the
recommendations forward.
3.3

CfGS make 12 recommendations for improvement. In order to assist members
of the Panel with their considerations attached at Appendix C is a summary of
CfGS’s recommendations within a suggested response.

3.4

Following the consideration of this report by all of the Council’s Overview &
Scrutiny Panels a final report will be prepared for consideration by a meeting
of the full Council.

4.

How this report links to Corporate Priorities

4.1

Effective scrutiny is essential in order that the Council can successfully
achieve its objectives and priorities set out in the Corporate Plan.

5.

Alternative Options

5.1

There are no options to consider at this stage

6.

Implications

6.1

Community Safety - (Crime and Disorder Act 1998)
None

6.2

Workforce
None

6.3

Equality and Diversity/Equality Impact Assessment
None

6.4

Financial Considerations
None

6.5

Legal
The Council’s Constitution Working Group will need to work
through the detail of any final proposals for change including
considering the necessary changes to the Council’s Constitution

6.6

Climate Change
None

6.7

Consultation
Feedback was provided by the CfGS to an all member workshop
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6.8

Risk Assessment
None

ANDREW P STOKES
Chief Executive
Web Links and
Background Papers

Contact details
Andrew Stokes
Chief Executive
andrew.stokes@staffsmoorlands.gov.uk

As attached to the report
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7.

Background and Introduction

7.1

Maintaining effective scrutiny is a challenge for all local authorities and no
council can profess excellence in scrutiny across the board – there are always
areas of weakness which, left untended, can develop into flaws in scrutiny
which can have a more significant impact on effectiveness overall.

7.2

The Council has not undertaken a comprehensive review of its scrutiny
arrangements for some time and it was therefore considered to be appropriate
to conduct a review for two purposes:



In order to give assurance about existing practices; and
Challenge and provide further improvements.

7.3

The Local Government Association (LGA) were approached to ascertain the
most appropriate way forward for conducting a review. The LGA referred the
Council to the Centre for Governance and Scrutiny (CfGS).

7.4

The CfGC provides external support to give assurance and advice on
improving governance in local authorities. They offer a number of
improvement reviews which help local authorities to evaluate and improve
their overview and scrutiny functions – governed by the fundamental [“four
principles” of good scrutiny] that were first developed nearly twenty years ago.

7.5

During the COVID-19 pandemic, CfGS developed ‘step back reviews’. These
reviews are geared to give the opportunity for councils to conduct short, sharp
reviews to identify lessons learned to inform the approach to any new
arrangements that emerge for the ‘new normal’. The review is designed to be
challenging, but essentially also to be constructive in suggesting ways to drive
forward improvement.

7.6

Consequently with the support of the Council’s political group leaders, CfGS
were commissioned to conduct a ‘step back’ review. The LGA agreed to fund
50% of the cost of conducting the review.

7.7

The review was conducted earlier this year and the conclusions were reported
back to the Council in April. An all member workshop was held in September
to enable the CfGS to share their findings and to provide an opportunity for
councillors to give some initial feedback.

7.8

It was suggested and agreed at the workshop that each of the Council’s
Overview & Scrutiny Panels should be given the opportunity to discuss the
findings further and consider how the Council should take the
recommendations forward.

8

CfGS Review

8.1

The review was short and simple based on assessing the following:
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Culture. The relationships, communication and behaviours underpinning
the operation of the overview and scrutiny process. This will also involve
the Council’s corporate approach, organisational commitment, and status
of scrutiny.
Member engagement. Are members motivated and engaged. How do
they participate, take responsibility, and self-manage their role?
Member skills and application. Are skills up-to-date and can Members
participate fully or are there development gaps?
Information. How information is prepared, shared, accessed and used in
the service of the scrutiny function.
Impact. Ways to ensure that scrutiny is effective, that it makes a tangible
and positive difference to the effectiveness of the council, and to local
people.
Focus. How prioritisation, timeliness and relevance of the work
programme and agendas lead to value-adding and productivity.
Structure. Formats used by scrutiny to carry out its works and their
effectiveness.

8.2

It involved conversations with members and officers, observation of meetings
(recordings or live online), a review of key documents; agendas, work
programmes etc and a short member survey.

8.3

This methodology aligns with both latest statutory guidance and best practice
experience accumulated by CfGS over many years. This review therefore
evaluated the Council’s approach to scrutiny in the light of the guidance and
best-practice with a view to help to explore with members ways to improve
scrutiny.

9

Outcome from the Review

9.1

CfGS’s report back to the Council following completion of the review is
attached at Appendix A.

9.2

CfGS concluded that ‘Scrutiny has the conditions for success’ and further
that ‘there are no critical issues for scrutiny at SMDC and the
contributions that scrutiny makes are seen as mostly positive’.

9.3

The Council wide buy-in for scrutiny was recognised, and there was significant
praise given to the Democratic Services team and all officers involved in
supporting scrutiny at SMDC.

9.4

During the feedback given to CFGS throughout the review, working groups
were highlighted as a model example of successful scrutiny. Both members
and officers consider they have worked well and there is strong evidence of
them making an impact on issues such as waste and recycling services. It was
noted by CfGS that it would be valuable to learn what makes working groups
successful in SMDC, continuing those activities, and applying these
techniques to committee working or expanding their use.

9.5

CfGS provided feedback on the following issues:
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Clarity on scrutiny’s role and responsibilities
Collaborative approach to scrutiny
Scrutiny – Executive relationship
Scrutiny’s focus
Work programming
Meeting preparation
Chairing
Member development
Committee structure and timetabling
External engagement

9.6

CfGS make 12 recommendations for improvement. These are detailed in the
report attached at Appendix A.

10

Taking the Recommendations Forward

10.1

CfGS presented their report to an all member workshop which was held on
29th September 2021. Members had the opportunity to feedback their initial
thoughts on the findings contained within the report. A summary of the
discussion at the workshop is attached at Appendix B.

10.2

It was agreed at this workshop that each of the Council’s Overview & Scrutiny
Panels should have the opportunity to discuss the findings further at their next
meetings.

10.3

In order to be helpful, attached at Appendix C is a summary of CfGS’s
recommendations within a suggested response.

10.4

The suggested improvements are as follows:
Member Development
 Programme of training / development for non-executive councillors
 Ongoing training and development for Chairs / Vice Chairs of Scrutiny
Cabinet / Scrutiny Relationship
 Review Executive / Scrutiny Protocol
Scrutiny Work Programming
 Establish Overview & Scrutiny Programming Group including Cabinet / O &
S Panel Chairs / Opposition Group Leaders to review and monitor Scrutiny
Work Programmes
 Annual scrutiny workshop to confirm Work Programmes
 Reorder Overview & Scrutiny Panel’s agendas to consider work
programming at the start of the meeting
Meeting Preparation
 Develop approach with Chairs of Panels to consider pre-meetings and
preparation work
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Committee Structure & Timetabling
 Review number of Overview & Scrutiny Panels
 Consider structure of Panels and potential to create sub-groups to focus on
specific areas of work
 Explore and experiment with ways to allow greater public access,
openness and involvement
10.5

Following the consideration of this report by all of the Council’s Overview &
Scrutiny Panels a final report will be prepared for consideration by a meeting
of the full Council. The Council’s Constitution Working Group will need to then
work through the detail including the necessary changes to the Council’s
Constitution.
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Andrew Stokes
Chief Executive
Staffordshire Moorlands District Council
April 2021

Dear Andrew,

Short Scrutiny Improvement Review – CfGS consultancy support
I am writing to thank you for inviting the Centre for Governance and Scrutiny (CfGS) to carry out an
evaluation of the Council’s scrutiny function. This letter provides feedback on our review findings
and offers suggestions on how the Council could develop its scrutiny process. We would like the
opportunity as part of this process to facilitate a workshop with Members and Officers , to reflect on
this review and to discuss options for improvement.
Background

Follow

The purpose of the review was to give the Council an external perspective on how well the current
model of scrutiny is functioning, and fulfilling its essential role of policy shaping, holding the
Executive to account and reviewing issues of importance to local communities.
CfGS undertook a review of the current scrutiny arrangements, involving two days of evidence
gathering through conversations with Members and Officers on 18th and 19th January 2021. In
addition, we observed Scrutiny Panel meetings, reviewed key documents, and created and
analysed a Member survey.
CfGS met with 16 Members and 5 Officers, including the Council Leader, Group Leaders, Scrutiny
Chairs, Members of the Scrutiny Panels, the Council’s senior leadership team as well as
Governance and Democratic Services Officers.
The review was conducted by the CfGS staff:

Jacqui McKinlay – Chief Executive - Centre for Governance and Scrutiny

Kate Grigg – Senior Research Officer – Centre for Governance and Scrutiny
The findings and recommendations presented in this letter are intended to advise SMDC in
strengthening the quality of scrutiny activities, increasing the impact of its outputs, and through its
Members, to develop a strong and shared understanding of the role and capability of the scrutiny
function.

Summary of findings
1. Positive areas to build upon
1.1. Scrutiny has the conditions for success
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Overall, there are no critical issues with scrutiny at SMDC and the contributions that scrutiny
makes are seen as mostly positive. It was recognised that improvement was needed to ensure the
time and resource dedicated to scrutiny delivered more impact and greater value.
The conditions for successful scrutiny are present at SMDC; scrutiny enjoys significant support
from senior Officers and democratic services, the Executive recognises the benefits of scrutiny in
good governance, and Members of scrutiny want to ensure improved outcomes for communities.
Considering the changes in SMDC’s political composition since the 2019 local elections, there is
now a need for the Council to reflect on how they to adapt existing ways of working that embraces
and responds to more effective and robust challenge. Scrutiny itself should remain politically
neutral but the dynamics have obviously altered, creating an opportunity for Scrutiny Members,
and the Executive, to consider its role and how they best work together to challenge, support and
advise.
1.2. Officer support
At the senior Officer level there is wide buy-in for scrutiny and it is clear that the Council’s
corporate management team is committed to supporting scrutiny. In addition, the relevant Director
being assigned to each committee sends a message of organisational commitment across the
Council and is seen as adding value to the work of each panel.
We would like to highlight the praise given to the democratic services team and all Officers
involved in supporting scrutiny at SMDC. Unprompted comments were made to us about the
quality and responsiveness of Officer support, and the feedback from Members is amongst the
most positive we have heard when conducting reviews.

1.4. Working groups
When asked about the most successful scrutiny work at SMDC, many answers nominated the
working groups as a model example. Members and Officers consider they have worked well and
there is strong evidence of them making an impact on issues such as waste and recycling
services.
It would be valuable to learn what makes working groups successful in SMDC, continuing those
activities, and applying these techniques to committee working or expanding their use.
2. Suggested areas of improvement
2.1. Clarity on scrutiny’s role and responsibilities
Scrutiny’s overall role is to hold the Executive to account, to carry out policy development,
contribute to improved decision-making, and channel the voice of the public. Generally, this role is
well understood, and most Members are able to articulate the purpose and contribution scrutiny
should be making. However, it appears that in practice, challenge is not as robust as it ought to be
from Members of the administration, and some felt that scrutiny was sometimes being used by the
opposition for political purposes.


Our conversations suggest a need for more clarity on how scrutiny’s role is undertaken in a
cross-party manner. This is about developing a shared understanding of the particular and
unique way for scrutiny to add value to council governance. On a strategic level, there
needs to be more of an emphasis on seeing scrutiny as a vital part of council business and
governance, with clear ownership regarding its important role in improving policy and
holding to account.
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2.2. Collaborative approach to scrutiny
Scrutiny is meant to be a forum for the evidence-based discussion of issues affecting local people.
Most agreed with the principle that scrutiny is more effective when it is a collaborative approach
between Members, with politics left at the door (as much as is practicably possible), and an equal
voice given to all. Members recognised this and could give examples of when scrutiny has dealt
with contentious matters, and the importance of having strong and productive working relationships
within committees.
There is evidence that the tone taken in questioning within scrutiny can at times be perceived as
combative rather than constructive, which diminishes scrutiny as a forum for open and candid
exchange. Members should have regard to the expectations set out in the Council’s Member Code
of Conduct regarding respectful behaviour and leading by example.
There is a mixed level of engagement from some scrutiny Members, and as indicated, Members of
the opposition tend to show greater levels of involvement within committee meetings. Effective
challenge from all Members of scrutiny and an active opposition are healthy governance
behaviours in any democratic body.


There was a broad agreement that all Members have a duty to uphold their responsibilities
as a scrutineer, attend meetings and work towards a shared goal in their committee. This is
an aspect that needs further emphasis.

2.3. Scrutiny – Executive relationship
It is important to have a culture of trust, transparency and mutual respect between scrutiny and the
Executive, to enable open and candid exchanges. Without regular communication and information
sharing, scrutiny will be unable to act in a supportive capacity to the Executive. Positive
engagement between the Executive and scrutiny, both formal and informal, is vital to the scrutiny
process.
We heard that overall, there is limited challenge of Executive decisions, with opposition Members
tending to undertake this vital task of scrutiny. To achieve effective democratic accountability
scrutiny, through collective endeavour, needs to focus on the Executive, ensuring questions are
directed to the relevant portfolio holder and focused on clear priorities.
There is evidence of Officers in some cases being scrutinised more than Executive Members. The
experience from elsewhere is that when Executive Members attend and are the focus of the
questioning, a more strategic exchange takes place and better recommendations achieved.
The ‘Protocol on Portfolio Holders’ Involvement in the Scrutiny Process’ in SMDC’s constitution
highlights regular engagement and the benefit scrutiny receives from Executive Members’
expertise in their given portfolio, as well as the benefit the Executive receives from scrutiny’s
feedback.


SMDC may consider reviewing the Executive-Scrutiny protocol to outline and reaffirm
expectations, and to improve communication and co-ordination between scrutiny and the
Executive. An Executive-Scrutiny protocol should deal with the practical workings of
scrutiny as well as the cultural dynamics. It might also be useful for feedback on scrutiny’s
recommendations to be formalised within the protocol, in order for the panels to monitor the
progress of their output.

2.4. Scrutiny’s focus

Page 13

There is a recognition that scrutiny needs to focus more on strategic issues, where it can have
influence, and that scrutiny should input into the decision-making process at an earlier stage than it
does currently. The overall high quality of scrutiny’s working groups is evidence that this part of the
system is working well. However, scrutiny work in committee does not always benefit from the
same focus.
Scrutiny should focus its attention on cross-cutting issues which affect communities across the
district, avoiding parochial issues affecting single wards. There are missed opportunities for
scrutiny to add value and to be an integral part of the Council’s corporate plans and overall
improvement.


For scrutiny to be more strategic there needs to be change from both scrutiny and the
Executive. If the Council wants more emphasis on shaping policy, challenging and holding
to account, then scrutiny will need earlier access to and involvement with the core policy
and decision-making activities of the Executive.

There are some examples of duplication, in the Health Scrutiny Panel we heard of the same issues
being considered by SMDC and the County Council’s health scrutiny - dedicating time to issues
which are unlikely to change or be influenced by recommendations.
Some panels would benefit from a clearer focus on where the committee can add value or
influence change. For the majority of the substantive items on scrutiny agendas there is not a
clearly articulated outcome from scrutiny’s consideration of the topic. When topics are reviewed the
focus tends to be operational rather than strategic or outcome focused. Often, reports do not ask
Members to “do” anything other than to note them and recommendations at the scrutiny meetings
could also be sharper in their focus.


We noted that scrutiny could be more involved in the budget process, and at an earlier
stage for any meaningful input. Scrutinising the Council’s finances, including the mediumterm financial plan, monitoring financial and operational performance, together with
commercial partnerships and other external arrangements does not seem to be sufficiently
explored.

We have produced guidance, in partnership with CIPFA, on financial scrutiny1 setting out scrutiny
activity to complement the council’s annual financial cycle. The guide suggests ways to move
budget and finance scrutiny beyond set-piece scrutiny ‘events’ in December and quarterly financial
performance scorecards being reported to committee.
2.5. Work programming
Work programming is key to ensuring scrutiny stays focussed on strategic issues where it can
make an impact, whilst making the best use of time and resources. In this respect prioritisation is
essential, and scrutiny could benefit from an agreed methodology to filter and select topics for the
work programme (we have provided some examples of scrutiny work programming
selection/prioritisation tools in the Appendix). Furthermore, scrutiny will need to organise a work
programme that is Member-led in order to have ownership over committee activity.
Work programming does appear to be more effective in Resources Scrutiny Panel, than other
committees.

1

CfGS & CIPFA (2020) ‘Financial scrutiny, practice guide’ - https://www.cfgs.org.uk/wpcontent/uploads/Financial-scrutiny-practice-guide_proof3.pdf

Page 14



We recommend an annual process for developing the work programme across all of the
scrutiny committees, engaging Members, Officers, partners and the public to prioritise the
topics for review. This will help avoid duplication and ensure that Members’ work in scrutiny
makes the most effective contribution possible on the most important issues to the district.
Work programming could take place through a Member workshop, where a shortlist of
priority topics for the next 12 months are identified according to a selection criteria,
discussed on their merit for scrutiny, and voted on.

It is important to emphasise that work programming is an ongoing process and not just a one-off
event. Whilst a workshop will help identify priorities and provide structure to work for the months
ahead, there will need to be flexibility in the work programme and time set aside to regularly revisit
the relevance of topics as the local context changes.



Currently the work programme is the last item on the agenda at scrutiny meetings, we
would recommend bringing it to the beginning, so it can benefit from more considered
discussion rather than being subject to the inevitable end of meeting fatigue.

2.6. Meeting preparation
From our observations of committees, there is little evidence of co-ordinated questions (outside of
the designated portfolio holder question time) or Members acting as a team with clear lines of
inquiry. It has been highlighted that a number of Members do not prepare sufficiently for scrutiny
meetings, leading to the presentation of Officer reports that should have been read in advance and
a missed opportunity for insightful questioning. It is important the time spent in committee is well
spent.
A small number of Members felt that reports were long and make demanding reading, which may
prevent some Members from fully engaging. The practice of submitting reports for noting, for
information, or inviting speakers only to share information, should be avoided. All of the above
measures regarding meeting preparation will result in shorter, sharper meetings.


SMDC should consider introducing pre-meetings before formal committee between all
scrutiny Members to provide the space to set common objectives and possibly to reach
consensus on lines of enquiry and questioning strategy.

2.7. Chairing
Scrutiny’s success is dependent on the right Members, with the right capabilities and attributes,
leading and managing the scrutiny function. Current chairs at SMDC have varying levels of
confidence in being able to lead and manage the scrutiny function in a timely and effective manner.
Chairs have an important role in providing leadership, modelling constructive behaviour and
ensuring well managed meetings. In some committee meetings, chairs failed to keep meetings on
track by allowing lengthy contributions, drift or repetition. For every item on the agenda there
should be an overall purpose in scrutinising it, and it is the role of the chair to focus the panel’s
attention on this - the question should always be ‘Why is this coming to scrutiny and what is its
purpose?’.
The lack of opposition Members involved in scrutiny chairing roles was raised as an issue in our
evidence gathering. There is no single ‘right’ approach to selecting chairs - the emphasis ought to
be on selecting chairs based on skill set and capability and providing ongoing training and support.
2.8. Member development
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Scrutiny provides an excellent opportunity for broader Member engagement and to support
Members in getting an in-depth understanding of issues. To get the most out of scrutiny, Members
need a clear sense of what is required of them as panel Members and the work involved which
allows good scrutiny to happen. This should draw on the Council’s Member code of conduct which
will help reaffirm expected behaviours.
We observed that the quality of questioning in scrutiny panels varies; in some instances, it is
forensic and probing, but it is often more general and exploratory and sometimes superficial.
SMDC is clearly committed to Member development, and training was raised by some Members,
who were clearly aware of the gaps in their knowledge and understanding.


We recommend further ‘refresher’ scrutiny training, with an update on scrutiny essentials,
as well as a specific focus on good questioning skills and chairing skills. Since the use of
call-in has increased it might be appropriate to include in the scrutiny refresher training to
ensure understanding of its purpose. For some Members, a more bespoke approach
through coaching, mentoring or one-to-one training may be more effective to achieve the
standards desired by Members and the Council.

2.9. Committee structure and timetabling
Changing the structure of scrutiny committees is rarely a universal solution to bring about
immediate changes, the cultural issues are more important. However, we received feedback from
the majority of interviewees (Members and Officers) that the current structure of four scrutiny
committees for a council the size of SMDC is not the most effective use of resources.
The council’s internal review of scrutiny in 2014/15 identified local authorities of a similar size to
SMDC tend to operate with less scrutiny committees.




We would advise SMDC to review the number of committees. The Health Scrutiny Panel
often deals with matters outside the Council’s responsibility and duplication with County
Council health scrutiny was reported. Merging the Health Panel with the Communities
Panel is one option, as there appears to be significant crossover between the two, this
would enable Officer and Member resources to be more focussed.
The 19 Members sitting on each panel is also a very high number to enable effective
scrutiny and provide opportunities for everyone to engage. A reduction in committee
Membership should also be considered.

Currently the scrutiny committees at SMDC tend to meet on a cycle that falls shortly before
Cabinet, which can inevitably lead to a focus on upcoming Cabinet decisions, rather than focussing
on scrutiny’s independent work plan.
Effective forward planning should allow for scrutiny to be forewarned months in advance of
particularly critical decisions. Scheduling scrutiny meetings further upstream of the decisionmaking process and meeting more frequently, but with shorter and more focused agendas, can
relieve the burden of longer meeting cycles. Such forward planning also helps with fitting greater
pre-decision scrutiny into the committee cycle.


In terms of both the number of committees and frequency of meetings at SMDC, there are
clear advantages of having fewer committees which meet on a more regular basis.

2.10.

External engagement
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It has been highlighted that many presentations from outside bodies to some panels are regarded
as ‘show and tell’ sessions. In carrying out ‘external’ scrutiny work, it is important to ensure that
scrutiny has a clear focus on objectives and is able to influence outcomes concerning the topic
discussed.
Regarding public engagement, scrutiny could explore and experiment with ways to allow greater
access, openness and involvement. This could include inviting the public to offer ideas for work
programmes and greater use of social media channels for resident input and communicating the
progress and impact of scrutiny work.
Thank you and acknowledgements
This short review forms part of a Member development programme which includes training and
development sessions to be facilitated by CfGS.
We would like to thank the Chairs, Scrutiny Panel Members, Executive Members, and Officers who
took part in interviews and the survey for their time, insights and open views.
Yours sincerely,
Kate Grigg
Senior Research Officer / Review Lead
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Appendix – Examples of scrutiny work programming selection/prioritisation tools
Waverley Borough Council2

2

https://www.waverley.gov. uk/download/downloads/id/5879/selection_criteria_for_overview_and_scrutiny_t o
pics.pdf
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South Cambridgeshire District Council3

3

https://scambs.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s50149/ Criteria%20for% 20Scrutiny%20and% 20Overview%20
Topic%20Selection.pdf
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Warwickshire County Council4

4

https://api.warwickshire.gov.uk/documents/WCCC-970-53
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Scrutiny Review Workshop
Breakout Room Notes
29 September 2021
Room 1
Cllrs Atkins, Bowen, Flunder, Gledhill, Hall, Herdman
Andrew Stokes, Sarah Porru Sally Hampton












Due to the major changes with Health and Social Care some members were
reluctant for the Health & Community Panels to be merged. Much consideration
also needed to be given to environmental/climate change items. There could be
occasions when it would be more effective for the 2 Panels to join on certain
subjects.
There should be a degree of flexibility as to when scrutiny panels met, meetings
should be shorter, focus on more topical strategic issues and meet more
frequently. Presentations should not be overlong.
Duplication may occur if matters were dealt with by the County’s Health & Care
Committee and the SMDC Health Panel. It was highlighted that the Health Panel
should focus on matters which were specific to the Moorlands.
There were suggestions for the Health Panel to consider Primary Care and
matters occurring outside of the County.
Some members were of the opinion that they needed to feel they had more
ownership of the improvement to policies
More recommendations needed to be made by scrutiny panels and fewer reports
should be received for noting.
Pre-meetings were welcomed to assist with a questioning strategy and to ensure
members were better prepared.
There was agreement that more questions were required from members of the
ruling group and an analysis of member participation at meetings was requested.
A suggestion was made for Chairs to encourage more questions during
meetings.
The level of public involvement in meetings should be increased and the Council
should publicise the work carried out by the scrutiny panels.

Room 2
Cllrs Hart, Hawkins, Holmes, Hoptroff, Jackson
Tanya Cooper, Pat Trafford







Poor response to questionnaire – more needed.
Agenda items arrive too late and often too big.
SMDC not informing the public what we’re doing e.g. Climate Change. As a result
– rarely any feedback.
Many members left in the cold. Scrutiny seems to be on a decision, not an idea.
Recent Call-ins were badly put together.
Questions need to be put directly to Portfolio Holders in advance to give chance
to prepare an answer.
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Lack of involvement from Conservative members of Panels – silenced by the
Leader.
Huge agendas – too much too late. Needs bite-size chunks.
Some members don’t read in advance. Not the case at Resources.
Resources – more able to pick out a relevant section to concentrate on.
Need a ‘progress’ column in the WP, should be earlier in the agenda.
Need more Panels with fewer members & smaller spheres of influence.
Panels should be equal balance politically.
Need less Panels – 3 ideal.
Pre-meetings - won’t work if cross-party. Labour already do their own.
Pre-meetings - good where external guests are attending so that questions can
be co-ordinated. Not needed if no guests.

Room 3
Cllrs Jones, Page, Plant, Price, Riley,
Neil Rodgers, Jacqui McKinlay









Sceptical/ dismissive that members skills are considered when choosing
committee chairs.
Keen to see a members’ skills audit take place so the leader know what’s about
each members’ experience and skills and what they can bring to different roles
and committees.
Concern about the accessibility of meetings and opportunities due to the timings
of meeting for those people working or with caring responsibilities.
Concerned about the lack of challenge from the ruling group members in
committee meetings. The opposition do lots of preparation and some others are
not reading the papers.
Would like to see less presentations and for information items at the meetings.
A view that there is not enough business to keep all the committees busy and this
leads to them being cancelled at the last minute.
Some cabinet members do not take scrutiny seriously, if they are there, they do
take accountability for items.
Talk of needing more information to members more widely, rather than using
scrutiny as a way to keep them informed and leading to more information sharing
than scrutiny. This would help scrutiny meetings to be more focused.

Room 4
Cllrs Coleman, Ralphs, Roberts, Shaw, Sheldon, Swindlehurst, Taylor
Mark Trillo, Kate Grigg


Discussion about the value of a pre-meet: some members had reservations
around a potential doubling-up of work, but the need to keep it short and
focussed on objectives and lines of inquiry rather than scripting or rehearsing was
emphasised.

Page 22









Some members keen to use the pre-meet to bring their own professional/life
experience into the process as well as co-ordinating that with other members,
and take a lead on topics they are knowledgeable about.
All members very keen to see more pre-decision scrutiny, and scrutiny getting
involved at an earlier stage in decision-making.
Administration members wanting to ensure that challenge was seen as positive.
POLITICS: (formed the bulk of our discussion) all members a bit sceptical about
scrutiny improvement as politics was seen as such a barrier. Leader very aware
that politics cannot be removed from the situation and saw it as an issue in
implementing any changes with scrutiny.
Culture perceived by all as very us vs. them and a recognition that unless it is
properly dealt with and members change the way in which they work then it will
continue to hinder the process.
The size of committees highlighted as an issue, and the fact that all members are
rarely in attendance – many mentioned reviewing it to consider quality rather than
quantity.
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APPENDIX C
CfGS – Scrutiny Review Recommendations – Suggested Response
Area
Member development

Clarity on scrutiny’s role and
responsibilities

CfGS Recommendations
We recommend further ‘refresher’ scrutiny
training, with an update on scrutiny
essentials, as well as a specific focus on
good questioning skills and chairing skills.
Since the use of call-in has increased it might
be appropriate to include in the scrutiny
refresher training to ensure understanding of
its purpose. For some Members, a more
bespoke approach through coaching,
mentoring or one-to-one training may be
more effective to achieve the standards
desired by Members and the Council.
Our conversations suggest a need for more
clarity on how scrutiny’s role is undertaken in
a cross-party manner. This is about
developing a shared understanding of the
particular and unique way for scrutiny to add
value to council governance. On a strategic
level, there needs to be more of an emphasis
on seeing scrutiny as a vital part of council
business and governance, with clear
ownership regarding its important role in
improving policy and holding to account.

Collaborative approach to
scrutiny

There was a broad agreement that all
Members have a duty to uphold their
responsibilities as a scrutineer, attend
meetings and work towards a shared goal in
their committee. This is an aspect that needs
further emphasis.

Scrutiny – Executive relationship

SMDC may consider reviewing the
Executive-Scrutiny protocol to outline and
reaffirm expectations, and to improve
communication and co-ordination between
scrutiny and the Executive. An ExecutiveScrutiny protocol should deal with the
practical workings of s crutiny as well as the
cultural dynamics. It might also be useful for
feedback on scrutiny’s recommendations to
be formalised within the protocol, in order for
the panels to monitor the progress of their
output.
For scrutiny to be more strategic there needs
to be change from both scrutiny and the
Executive. If the Council wants more
emphasis on shaping policy, challenging and
holding to account, then scrutiny will need
earlier access to and involvement with the
core policy and decision-making activities of
the Executive.
We noted that scrutiny could be more
involved in the budget process, and at an
earlier stage for any meaningful input.
Scrutinising the Council’s finances, including
the medium -term financial plan, monitoring
financial and operational performance,
together with commercial partnerships and
other external arrangements does not seem
to be sufficiently explored.
We recommend an annual process for

Scrutiny’s focus

Work programming
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Suggested Response
 Programme of training /
development for non-executive
councillors
 Ongoing training and
development for Chairs / Vice
Chairs of Scrutiny

 Review Executive / Scrutiny
Protocol

 Establish Overview & Scrutiny
Programming Group:
o Cabinet / O & S Panel Chairs
/ Opposition Group Leaders
o Consider Cabinet Work
Programme and agree
forward plan of scrutiny
work

 Annual scrutiny workshop to

Area

Meeting preparation

Committee structure and
timetabling

CfGS Recommendations
developing the work programme across all of
the scrutiny committees, engaging Members,
Officers, partners and the public to prioritise
the topics for review. This will help avoid
duplication and ensure that Members’ work
in scrutiny makes the most effective
contribution possible on the most important
issues to the district. Work programming
could take place through a Member
workshop, where a shortlist of priority topics
for the next 12 months are identified
according to a selection criteria, discussed
on their merit for scrutiny, and voted on.
Currently the work programme is the last
item on the agenda at scrutiny meetings, we
would recommend bringing it to the
beginning, so it can benefit from more
considered discussion rather than being
subject to the inevitable end of meeting
fatigue.
SMDC should consider introducing premeetings before formal committee between
all scrutiny Members to provide the space to
set common objectives and possibly to reach
consensus on lines of enquiry and
questioning strategy.
We would advise SMDC to review the
number of committees. The Health Scrutiny
Panel often deals with matters outside the
Council’s responsibility and duplication with
County Council health scrutiny was reported.
Merging the Health Panel with the
Communities Panel is one option, as there
appears to be significant crossover between
the two, this would enable Officer and
Member resources to be more focussed.
The 19 Members sitting on each panel is
also a very high number to enable effective
scrutiny and provide opportunities for
everyone to engage. A reduction in
committee Membership should also be
considered.
In terms of both the number of committees
and frequency of meetings at SMDC, there
are clear advantages of having fewer
committees which meet on a more regular
basis.
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Suggested Response
confirm work programmes

 Reorder agendas

 Develop approach with Chairs of
Panels

 Review number of Overview &
Scrutiny Panels
 Consider structure of Panels and
potential to create sub-groups to
focus on specific areas of work
 Explore and experiment with
ways to allow greater public
access, openness and
involvement

