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Overview and Scrutiny Issues
1.
A Snapshot of some of the Scrutiny Work currently being undertaken
Central Services Policy and Scrutiny Committee

The Committee has conducted a review of the modernisation and relocation of the Essex Registration Service headquarters to Brentwood.  In response to changes to the Central Government’s General Register Office which will pass the administration of services to Local Authorities, the Council plans to create a single district registration service with a view to eliminating administrative overlap.  The current offices in Brentwood have been identified as a suitable location for the central office and are able to accommodate the relocation of staff.  The Committee has looked at this from the point of view of the impact locally of the relocation to Brentwood and the opportunities of a shift to more local control to provide real benefits to the users and to make the best use of the resources available.
Children and Young People’s Policy and Scrutiny Committee

In place of its November meeting the Committee visited children’s residential homes in small groups to talk to staff and any children who may be present before coming together at their December meeting to share their experiences and decide how to take forward the various issues about which Members were concerned.

At its last meeting Council was informed about the Essex Youth Scrutiny Committee (EYSC) pilot project and the excellent work it was doing.  The commitment of the members and the amount of time they have given to make the project a success is impressive.  After a comprehensive consultation exercise with young people the EYSC undertook a scrutiny review of Anti Bullying.  Witnesses were invited to give evidence at two meetings taking place at County Hall on 19 and 21 October.  These meetings were web cast live.  The young people were very professional in the way they worked as a Committee undertaking the witness sessions and discussing their reactions to what they have heard.
EYSC has produced its report of its findings with its own branding but to the same standards as a County Council Scrutiny Report.  The Report was considered by the Scrutiny Board which was impressed by the thoughtful and well-considered piece of scrutiny.  A copy of the report will be sent to the people identified against each of the 12 recommendations and then monitored as part of the County Council’s ongoing monitoring process.  The report is commended to the Council.
Community Wellbeing and Older People Policy and Scrutiny Committee
The Committee considered the Government Green Paper on Shaping the Future of Care Together.  The Committee was provided with the background to the consultation. There had been an increased pressure and demands on Social Care services due to the ageing population and as a result a sustainable funding solution was required. In terms of how care was currently funded it was explained that healthcare was free through the National Health Service (NHS) and for Social Care needs an assessment was made at the point of access and means tested. Savings and capital of the person requiring care were taken into account. There were some fairness issues with this system in that people felt that if they had worked all their working life and bought property it was unfair to have to sell that property to fund care.

The Government had set out the concept of a National Care Service that is fair, simple and affordable. The Committee produced its response to the three consultation questions based on the discussion at the meeting and questionnaires completed by the members
The Committee has also undertaken a site visit to learn more about the use of Telecare equipment with a visit to Catalyst House and a tour of the Smart Bungalow to see the benefits new technology can bring.  The opportunity was also taken to find out more about Essex Social Care Direct and how it links in with the rest of the Council.
Economic Development and Environment Policy and Scrutiny Committee

The Committee has agreed the basis for a review on the future generation of energy in Essex with particular emphasis on renewable energy and nuclear power.  Following informal Member discussions it has been recognised that over the lifetime of this Council, the Committee will be considering issues where energy and energy efficiency will be integral to discussion on environmental matters.  The generation of energy has been chosen as a first stage in developing the Committee’s knowledge of the broader issues that need to be taken into account when it focuses upon related matters such as the Government’s intended consultation on new nuclear power stations, renewable energy, why energy efficiency is being pursued, and a reduction of CO2 emissions.

Executive Scrutiny Committee

The Committee has received an interesting presentation from the Cabinet Member for Finance and Change Management with the Chief Financial Officer and the Deputy Chief Executive on meeting the financial challenges ahead and how this impacts on the process for setting the 2010/11 budget.  The Deputy Chief Executive then gave a very clear explanation of how the Transformation Programme was intended to put the needs of the Council’s Customers at the forefront of everything it does and address the challenges facing the Council’s finances in the future.
Health Overview and Scrutiny Committee

In September the Committee agreed that: in order to enable it to focus on strategic commissioning issues, the Committee devolve its responsibilities for monitoring the performance of the Primary Care Trusts to each of the Area Forums.
This would allow the Forums to hold the PCTs to local democratic account and allow them:

· to use the provisions within the Act to request information and attendance at meetings, 

· to make and require a response to recommendations.

The Committee also agreed in principle that there was a role for the Area Forums in respect of ‘local’ service variations but decided to retain the final decision on to the Secretary of State. This would allow for very local decisions to be considered by small task & finish groups with membership drawn from the three tiers of local government, as was the case with the MMR, South Essex Cancer and Sun Street Surgery Reviews.

The Committee has now agreed a protocol aimed at ensuring there is effective co-ordination of all aspects of health scrutiny covering:

· District Council Representation on the Committee,
· Developing Forum Health Scrutiny Work Programmes

· Parameters for local reviews and
· Engaging with local communities.
Safer and Stronger Communities Overview and Scrutiny Committee

Since 2007, the County Council had trialled a scheme whereby Council owned street lights in two districts had been switched off between midnight and 5 am GMT.  The Cabinet Member invited the Committee to conduct a thorough investigation into the pilot schemes and make recommendations on whether they should be continued, expanded or abandoned.
The Committee was keen to hear evidence and views from all sides of the debate.  It actively publicised the fact that a scrutiny was to take place and worked closely with the local media to get the general public involved.  The Committee received 90 separate pieces of evidence and heard orally from 13 witnesses, many of whom were members of the public.
The Committee concluded that the Council has a policy to actively reduce the level of CO2 emissions directly attributable to it.  This issue should be given a greater weight than any financial savings possible.  The pilot schemes had been running for long enough for data to be collected and analysed and for viable conclusions to be reached.
On the evidence heard, there was no overwhelming reason why the pilot schemes, subject to some fine tuning, should not be rolled out across all 12 Essex districts.  Exception criteria should apply, for example in town centres and routes to and from major transport facilities.  Technology continued to develop and could be used in more innovative ways than could have been envisaged just two years ago.
The County Council could achieve savings of up to 70% of the current carbon emission footprint (with associated financial savings) through the use of new technology, the negotiation of contracts related to actual rather than unmetered usage and the turning off of any unnecessary street lights.  A timescale of three years was a realistic target to achieve the above.  Some flexibility should be afforded around the turn off time (midnight in some areas was too early).
Local councils should be invited to express their views on what lights should be dimmed or turned off, although the final decision would always rest with the County Council, as the lighting authority.  Any changes proposed should be explained to local residents prior to implementation.
The Cabinet Member will consider how best to proceed in the light of the Committee’s findings and recommendations.
