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Overview and Scrutiny Issues
1.
A Snapshot of some of the Scrutiny Work currently being undertaken
The Committees are now getting into their stride following the Elections in June.  In July each of the Committees started off with an introduction session attended mostly by Committee Members and with a few other members, including returning members who had particular issues of concern or interest within these areas.

Central Services Policy and Scrutiny Committee

The Draft Flood and Water Management Bill incorporates the recommendations of the Pitt Review published in June 2008. The Pitt Review concluded that existing flood management is wanting on a number of levels, and recommended a switch from a reactive to a more proactive management of flood risk. The most notable change proposed is the considerable expansion of the role, responsibility and accountability of local government in managing flood risk.  The Cabinet Member for Environment and Waste, Councillor Tracey Chapman, asked for the relevant Policy and Scrutiny Committees to consider the draft County Council response.  Consequently, a Joint Task and Finish Group was established, drawing Members from the Central Services, Environment and Economic Development and Safer and Stronger Communities Policy and Scrutiny Committees to consider the draft response.  The recommendations of the Group were accepted and the Council’s response reflected those recommendations.

Children and Young People’s Policy and Scrutiny Committee

Safeguarding Children

This in depth review into Essex’s Safeguarding arrangements resulted from consideration of the 2008 Ofsted Annual Performance (APA) letter and the findings of the ensuing Joint Area Review (JAR).  Due to the importance of the subject being investigated it was decided that the review should be undertaken by all Members of the Committee and it subsequently formed the main subject matter for five consecutive meetings.

Evidence was taken from:

The Cabinet Member responsible for Children’s Services

Officers from the Schools, Children and Families Directorate

The Chairman of the Essex Safeguarding Children Board (ESCB)

Representatives from Safeguarding partner organisations

In addition to focusing on the work of the Essex Safeguarding Children Board, the review also considered problems arising from both the shortage of social workers and foster carers.  It also undertook a preliminary appraisal of revised arrangements to be introduced by the new national Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA) Registration Scheme.  The review was the most detailed undertaken so far by the Committee.  Another first was the use of video evidence from one of the ESCB members who was unable to attend and give evidence direct to the Committee.  This was an experiment which proved to be very successful.

It was clear to the Committee that prior to the APA and JAR inspections there was a clear understanding of the areas of weaknesses across the Safeguarding Partnership, with action plans in place to address these issues.  Members were also impressed by the commitment to deliver improvement and noted a number of enhancements that were either being put in place or planned for the future.

The review did however identify a total of twelve findings and thirteen recommendations.  Members hope the latter will help to deliver further improvements to Essex’s Safeguarding arrangements.  They are fully committed to delivering their role as a critical friend to both the Cabinet Member responsible for Children’s Services as well as the ESCB.

It is without doubt that the children and young people of Essex deserve excellence in all services provided for them.  Delivering such a standard is priority for both the County Council and all of its partners organisations.  The Children and Young People’s Policy & Scrutiny Committee has an important role to play in holding them to account for their progress towards achieving this admirable target.  The report is aimed at doing just that.  Each recommendation will be monitored initially to check whether it has been implemented and then to assess its impact.  The Committee’s 13 recommendations are both evidence based and targeted towards achievable improvements in service.  

Youth Scrutiny Committee

The Essex Youth Scrutiny Committee is a pilot project which consists of a voluntary group of young people aged between 13 and 19 years old, and up to 25 years old for young people with additional needs. At present, all the 14 members from the Essex Youth Scrutiny Committee come from Basildon, Castle Point and Rochford in the south of Essex. This Pilot scheme offers young people the opportunity to look at the issues that are important to them regarding all services, not just the ones they use, in their community.

A key aim of the committee is to raise awareness of youth issues within Essex.  It offers opportunities to look at important issues, talk to decision makers and put forward recommendations to make things better. We want to show that young people can have a their voice heard in a way that makes a difference.

Over the last few weeks Essex Youth Scrutiny Committee Members have engaged with a wide spectrum of young people.  During July, August and September the Committee travelled around Basildon, Castle Point and Rochford and have consulted with over 1,000 Young People at local festivals and other events and venues where young people meet. During this time they have gathered information on what young people want them to look at.
Approximately 190 students from 13 Schools attended a Scrutiny Day on Thursday 24 September at the Holiday Inn, Basildon, where they voted for their preferred choice of issue to be scrutinised.
Stall holders were invited to this event to inform young people about the subjects the young people were voting on to enable them to make an informed choice.  The Stall holders came from the Police, the Health Service and the County Council.

Basildon District Council loaned their polling stations and ballot boxes which we used for the young people to vote.  Both the young people and teachers were pleased that the young people had the experience of voting in a polling booth.

The scrutiny subject receiving the most votes was Anti Bullying.  The EYSC will invite witnesses to give evidence at two meetings taking place at County Hall on 19 and 21 October.  These meetings will be webcast live.

The teachers who attended this event were very pleased with the range of subjects and with the interactive activities on the stalls.  They were delighted that the event kept the young people constantly engaged.  The stall holders were also very pleased with this event.  The interaction between stalls and the young people was good and made the young people think about the subjects.  Networking between teachers and stall holders was beneficial to all.
Health Overview and Scrutiny Committee

Dialysis Services

The Committee’s report on dialysis services recently featured on Dr Donal O’Donoghue’s (the renal tsar’s) blog.  He commended it as the first report he was aware of by a Health Overview and Scrutiny Committee on dialysis services.  He called the report hard hitting with an ambitious agenda for improvement.

Health Scrutiny and the Area Forums

Consideration has been given to the role of the Area Forums in monitoring the performance of the Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) in their area, thus freeing up the Committee to focus on more strategic issues.  Reports from the Forums covering their review could then be consolidated into one overall report for consideration by the Committee.
There are already some examples of Forums being commissioned by HOSC and other Policy and Scrutiny Committees to undertake locality based scrutiny as envisaged when the new scrutiny arrangements were introduced.  There is a growing national expectation that health scrutiny will focus on strategic commissioning plans and this is expected to be reflected in the new guidance currently being developed by the Department of Health.  However, at the same time there is a need for the Council’s Health Scrutiny arrangements to meet the expectations of local people that their concerns about the performance and changes to local health services are adequately addressed.

Section 7 of the Health and Social Care Act 2001 requires local authorities with social services responsibilities to ensure that their overview and scrutiny committee or committees have the power to scrutinise the planning, provision and operation of health services. It is, therefore, mandatory that such a local authority has in place arrangements to scrutinise health services.  Article 11 of the Council’s Constitution devolves this responsibility and the associated powers to the Health Overview & Scrutiny Committee.  Paragraph 1 of the Overview & Scrutiny Procedure Rules within Part 4 of the Constitution allows scrutiny committees to appoint groups, panels and forums to undertake particular scrutiny reviews.

The scrutiny arrangements introduced in 2008 allow locality based scrutiny issues to be devolved to the four ECC Area Forums.  To enable HOSC to focus on strategic commissioning issues, it has agreed to 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, and to make and require a response to recommendations.

Web Casting

There are a number of references in this report to webcasting and the filming of witnesses.  These facilities are being trialled at the moment but are already demonstrating the benefits of filming witnesses so that they can present their views to a Committee and giving wider access to crucial debates, such as that on scrutiny of street lighting at night currently being undertaken by the Safer and Stronger Communities Policy and Scrutiny Committee.
