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	Scrutiny of the Essex Registration Service


	Enquiries to
	
	Extn
	Telephone no

	Hannah Cleary
	Governance Officer
	20526
	01245 430526


The Committee is invited to develop its Scrutiny Review on the Essex Registration Service. Alex Hallam, Deputy County Solicitor has been invited to attend to answer Members’ questions about the proposals for the modernisation of the Essex Registration Service, including the proposal to establish Headquarters in Brentwood.

Policy and Scrutiny
Scoping Document

	Committee
	Central Services Policy and Scrutiny Committee

	Topic
	The Essex Registration Service
	Ref: ???/09/

	Objective
	To scrutinise proposals for the modernisation of the Essex Registration Service, including the proposal to establish Headquarters in Brentwood, and the impact this may have on the service that is provided to customers. 

	Reasons for undertaking review
	The Essex Registration Service is currently consulting with stakeholders to obtain views on the Service moving to a one District with effect from 1 December 2009, with the Brentwood office being the Head Office.
Members have expressed concern that the relocation of the Registration Service headquarters may impact on the continuity of service and accessibility for members of the public.

	Method

· Initial briefing to define scope

· Task & Finish Group
· Commission
· Full Committee
	Full Committee


	Membership

Only complete if Task and Finish Group or Commission
	

	Issues to be addressed
	If the relocation will impact on the continuity of service provided to the customers including accessibility by all members of the community.
What is the national modernisation programme and how will this impact upon Essex?

What are the costs involved in the modernisation proposals?

How will this affect the existing staffing structure?

How will the modernisation affect customers?

What are the objectives of the modernisation and how will this improve the performance of the service?

What services are provided by the registration service?

Will the modernisation affect how records are stored?

	Sources of Evidence and witnesses
	Briefing paper
Essex Registration Service Modernisation Consultation paper

Alex Hallam, Deputy County Solicitor (with responsibility for the Registration Service)

Representative from the Registration Service 

	Work Programme
	Scoping document to be considered by Members.

	Indicators of Success
	

	Meeting the CfPS Objectives

· Critical Friend Challenge to Executive

· Reflect Public voice and concerns

· Own the scrutiny process
· Impact on service delivery
	The Committee will be fulfilling its role as a Champion in the Council’s Scrutiny process.
Action taken by the Committee to monitor the performance of the Service will reflect upon both current service delivery and future improvements.



	Diversity and Equality

Diversity and Equality issues are to be considered and addressed.
	The Registration Service has a potential impact on all sections of the community. The Group will ensure any concerns are adequately addressed.

	Date agreed by Committee
	20 July 2009

	Future Action
	

	Governance Officer
	Hannah Cleary
	Committee Officer
	Antoinette Mortley

	Service Lead Officer(s)
	Alex Hallam, Deputy County Solicitor (with responsibility for the Registration Service)




Registration Service- Single District Proposal

The Registration Service as it currently exists was first introduced in England and Wales in 1837. The Service is currently administered through eight districts within the county boundaries of Essex.  Registration activities have to be conducted within the boundaries of each district. An important driver for the change proposed, namely that the districts should become a single district of Essex is that this will create administrative efficiencies for the Service and more flexibility in the way that the Service is delivered for its users.

In statutory terms, the Service is inspected and regulated by the General Register Office, which is a part of the Home Office.  They are encouraging all registration authorities to move to single district arrangements. It is implicit in the proposal that each authority will commit to high service standards and have their own means of ensuring that these standards are met.  The General Register Office is keen that as part of the move to a single District, each Service should take on responsibility for its own inspection which will enable the district to supply statistics to satisfy the General Register Office that the required standard is being met. Accordingly, it is proposed that a post be established to ensure that the Registration Service are operating under a single district can adhere to the good practice guidelines for the Registration Service in the provision of its Services and account for all its activities. It is intended that this unit will operate a slightly arm-length basis in order to achieve the necessary independence.

The consultation which is required as part of the process has been under way for six weeks and will end on 31 August. This has been wide ranging and has been addressed to District Councils, Parish Councils, stakeholders such as funeral directors, the public via the website and hard copies in our service provision points, as well as being addressed to members of staff. There have been considered responses to the consultation from a number of sources and these will of course be taken into account as the Service moves forward.  

As indicated above, the benefits of the single district will be that service users can access the Service from any current service point.  Moving to a single district will also enable other modernisation activity to take place, for example, it will be possible to utilise staff more flexibly if marriages are coordinated from a single point. This is already the case for civil partnerships. The Service has an electronic diary system and moving to a single district will enable more of the economies of scale and convenience that are provided by this diary system to be administered across the Service county-wide. It may be impossible for example, by using the diary for a Service user to visit an office and to be given an appointment in another area of the county, by reference to the electronic diary. It is proposed that the diary will eventually be available to Service users directly online, although for technical and IT reasons, this is a little way off. The use of Contact Essex has already improved Service user’s access. By allowing access to the electronic diary for Contact Essex staff, it is possible for Service users to ring Contact Essex, during the hours when they are available and for appointments to be made directly. 

Many other areas of the country have already moved to a single district and have used the opportunity to make significant and far reaching changes to their service. Given the size of Essex and the difficulties in locating suitable accommodation, a more conservative approach has been taken with our own modernisation process. The changes in the Service have been proceeding incrementally over a number of years and movement to a singe district is now regarded as a small but important part of the changes that are necessary in the modernisation process. Experience has shown that some areas that move to a single district and made radical changes contingent upon this have found it necessary to make further changes. I am advised that Hertfordshire, Kent and Cambridgeshire have moved to a single district already.

The costs involved in the single district proposals will be assimilated as part of the overall progress of the Service. It is anticipated that these may involve the refurbishment of areas of the Brentwood office and some relatively small expenditure on redistribution of staff hours.

Existing staffing structures will not be radically changed as part of the single district proposal. As indicated previously, it is intended that all existing service points will remain available. Technically the Service will need to retain two so called statutory posts, particularly the Superintendent Registrar for the whole of the County of Essex. The Service has plans for this to be undertaken by the current Operations Manager, who is a previous Superintendent Registrar and has very wide experience. It is not intended that this will impact on the roles of existing district managers who manage each individual office, although with the effluxion of time, there may be opportunities to evolve the management structure of the Service.  At the Brentwood office, it will be necessary to change job roles somewhat so that marriages are administered from this office, but these changes are not expected to be very great.

The single district may also afford opportunities to amend the way that records are stored. At present each of the district offices, has a strong room that conforms to General Register Office standard. In these strong rooms are stored the records of every birth, marriage, death and civil partnership celebrated district since 1837. These records are in demand, both in relation to issue of duplicate certificates as well as from genealogists. The strong rooms are necessarily quite small and many of them are under severe space pressure. The General Register Office would encourage any Service going to a singe district to move to a single repository. However there are logistical difficulties in uniting such large bodies of records in a way that is accessible to the staff and to the public. The Service is exploring the possibility of a central repository or more likely, a virtual repository that could be created by the digitisation of the records. This would enable duly authenticated records to be produced from a singe point. Discussions have been undertaken with the Essex Record Office, as well as in relation to the acquisition of the necessary equipment. This work is in the early stages.

