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1. Executive Summary  
 
The Council Plan (2015-2019) sets out a vision to be ‘a great place to live, work and visit’.  
The Plan reflects the challenges facing the area and recognises that with funding 
pressures, fewer resources and demographic changes, it is important to look at new ways 
of working and think and act differently.  The council has agreed a series of 
transformational activities to make services and processes more efficient and generate 
income.  Within this context, it is judicious and timely that the council reviews the scrutiny 
function to ensure it remains effective, efficient and fit for purpose as local government 
continues to change.   
 
Those we spoke to were enthusiastic about the review; both officers and councillors across 
the council had a willingness to share their thoughts, ideas, stories and observations on 
what currently works well and what could be improved.  With a few exceptions, there is 
generally a good level of trust and respect between councillors and also between 
officers/councillors at all levels.   
 
“..there is a culture of helpfulness, problem solving, positivity and respect, both 
ways” (participant in a focus group). 
 
All remain committed to the principles of good governance including the valuable role that 
scrutiny should play.  The peer review team received very strong feedback on the 
dedication, experience, knowledge and enthusiasm of staff from across the council.  All of 
this provides a firm foundation upon which to develop and strengthen current 
arrangements.   
 
There were some good, but limited, examples of recent scrutiny activity which had a 
positive impact on an issue of significant public interest and/or council priority e.g. youth 
unemployment scrutiny review.  Work plans for both committees have been too broad and 
need to link better to council priorities, key decisions or issues of public interest/concern.  
Pre-decision scrutiny is limited and there is very little engagement with wider communities 
and partners in relation to the work of the scrutiny committees.  Some councillors and 
officers were disheartened by this and feel that some meetings are too lengthy and lack 
purpose about expected outcomes.   
 
A prioritisation tool kit has recently been introduced and a workshop is planned in the next 
few weeks to help develop a more focussed work plan.  This is a good progress; all 
participants should continue to work together to develop a workplan which is focused, 
linked to council priorities, key decisions and on topics which are likely to add value.  
Systems should be put in place to monitor outcomes linked to the work programme and the 
forward plan of key decisions should form a standard agenda item for each meeting.  
 
A positive next step would be to develop a single overview and scrutiny committee 
supported by task and finish groups aligned to council priorities.  This could help build 
capacity for more detailed pieces of work linked to council priorities outside of formal 
committee meetings. It will also provide the space to re-invigorate community engagement 
and communication in relation to the work of scrutiny.  This could also be an opportunity to 
inject new ideas and energy to current arrangements.  The ‘two committee’ structure has 
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the potential to be overly bureaucratic with a degree of separation between them which 
has widened over time.    
 

There needs to be a renewed focus on the leadership of scrutiny across the council.  The 
culture of the council needs to recognise the important role that scrutiny plays in 
constructive challenge and decision making.  Membership of the committee and chairing 
arrangements are key.  Chairing skills are paramount in keeping a committee focused; the 
council should continue to support the development of these skills.   
 
The council should consider the role of all councillors and co-optees as part of the new 
structure e.g. e.g. chairing of the task and finish groups.  The majority of councillors we 
spoke to said that councillors from differing party backgrounds work well together on 
overview and scrutiny with the aim of improving local outcomes.  This can be further 
harnessed as some opposition members currently feel their role is devalued.   
 
An agreement for heads of service to attend scrutiny meetings on a rotational basis was 
welcomed by those we spoke to.  There is potential to strengthen this arrangement by 
developing a more consistent approach on who attends and leads from the senior 
management team.  This sends an important message about the profile of scrutiny for both 
councillors, officers and other stakeholders.  Heads of service could also act as champions 
for the task and finish groups.   
 
There is also further potential to strengthen the interaction between the Executive and 
scrutiny.  Involvement of individual Executive members with scrutiny is varied.  We 
recognise that the forward plan is included within the papers for every meeting, but 
including the forward plan as a stand-alone agenda item for all scrutiny meetings should 
help guide invitations to the Executive.   
 
We found that both councillors and officers would welcome further training on the role of 
scrutiny and their respective roles.  This should be a rolling programme including generic 
principles and processes of scrutiny, chairing skills and questioning skills for councillors.  
Reports for noting and information have a value, but the council could consider a separate 
member briefing mechanism to impart this kind of information where appropriate.  This 
would allow the committee to focus on the areas where it can genuinely influence and add 
value.   
 
A number of operational changes could also be made to embed the role of scrutiny across 
the council.  Decision making and report templates, the forward plan template and project 
planning processes/procedures could be reviewed to incorporate prompts for officers and 
councillors in relation to the scrutiny function.   
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2. Key recommendations  
 
There are a range of suggestions and observations within the main section of the report 
that will inform some ‘quick wins’ and practical actions, in addition to the conversations 
onsite, many of which provided ideas and examples of practice from other organisations.  
The following are the peer team’s key recommendations to the council. 
 

1. Continue to develop a more focused workplan more closely aligned to council 
priorities, key decisions and topics of public interest/importance.  This will help 
prioritise issues where scrutiny can ‘add value’ including more pre-decision scrutiny. 
 

2. Develop a single committee structure supported by task and finish groups 
aligned to council priorities.  This will help build capacity for more detailed pieces 
of work linked to council priorities outside of formal committee meetings.  The task 
and finish groups should provide opportunities for any scrutiny member to chair and 
any member to join (regardless of political party). 

 
3. Re-invigorate community engagement and communication in relation to the 

work of scrutiny.  Task and finish groups focused upon key priorities/topics should 
provide more space to do this, including opportunities to appoint co-optees to the 
task and finish groups.     

 
4. Develop a renewed focus on the leadership of scrutiny across the council.  

This should include the role of all members including co-optees.  It will send an 
important message to all stakeholders about the role and profile of overview and 
scrutiny. 
 

5. Develop stronger links between the Executive and overview and scrutiny – 
strengthening communication and ways of working will allow scrutiny to better 
inform and shape policy and decisions. 
 

6. Develop a rolling programme of overview and scrutiny training for both 
councillors and officers.  The council should support the development of skills 
important for good scrutiny including a mandatory intensive training programme for 
scrutiny members.   
 

7. Review decision making templates, forward plan template and project 
planning processes to incorporate prompts in relation to the scrutiny function 
– this should encourage all in the council to consider the role scrutiny could play in 
both pre-decision and post decision scrutiny.   

 

 
3. Summary of the Peer Review approach  

 
The peer team  
 
Peer reviews are delivered by experienced elected member and officer peers.  The 
make-up of the peer team reflected your requirements and the focus of the peer 
review.   Peers were selected on the basis of their relevant experience and expertise 
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and agreed with you.  The peers who delivered the scrutiny peer review at Allerdale 
were:   
 

 Tracy Morrison, Director of Resources, Fylde Borough Council (Lead Peer) 

 Councillor Amy Cross, Cabinet Member for Adult Services and Health, Blackpool 
Council 

 Cindy Lowthian, Local Government Association (North-West) – Review Manager 
 

Scope and focus 
 
The overall aim of the peer review is to explore how effective current scrutiny 
arrangements are in meeting council priorities and how this can be improved.  You 
asked us to focus on the following key questions:  
 

1. How well is scrutiny delivering against council priorities?   
 

2. How well is scrutiny engaging communities?   
 

3. How well focused is scrutiny?   
 

4. Is the governance of the scrutiny function fit for purpose?   
 

5. How effective is scrutiny training and development?   
 

6. How can working processes and protocols be improved.   
 
The peer review process 
 

It is important to stress that this was not an inspection.  Peer reviews are improvement 
focussed and tailored to meet individual councils’ needs.  They are designed to 
complement and add value to a council’s own performance and improvement.  The 
process is not designed to provide an in-depth or technical assessment of plans and 
proposals.  The peer team used their experience and knowledge of local government to 
reflect on the information presented to them by people they met, things they saw and 
material that they read.  
 
The peer team prepared for the scrutiny peer review by reviewing a range of documents 
and information in order to ensure they were familiar with the Council and the scrutiny 
arrangements.  The team then spent 2 days onsite at Allerdale House, during which 
they: 
 

 Spoke to more than 40 people including a range of council staff and councillors. 
 

 Gathered information and views from meetings and additional research and 
reading.  This includes a bespoke survey of councillors and officers undertaken 
by the council; 19 responses were received.  
 

 Collectively spent more than 60 hours to determine their findings – the equivalent 
of one person spending over 1.5 weeks in Allerdale.   
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This report provides a summary of the peer team’s findings.  It builds on the feedback 
presentation provided by the peer team at the end of their on-site visit on 30 March 
2017.  In presenting feedback to you, they have done so as fellow local government 
officers and members, not professional consultants or inspectors.  By its nature, the 
peer challenge is a snapshot in time.  We appreciate that some of the feedback may be 
about things you are already addressing and progressing. 
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4. Feedback  
 
4.1 How well is scrutiny delivering against council priorities? 

 
4.2 Most of those we spoke to demonstrated a good understanding of the role of 

overview and scrutiny including its role in supporting delivery of council priorities.  
The survey undertaken by the council had nineteen responses in total and of 
those, just over half felt overview and scrutiny work links well to council priorities.  
However, most also felt that improvements could be made so that scrutiny was 
able to strengthen its role as a critical friend and add more value to the work of the 
council.  Those we spoke to generally felt that there was a gap between how 
scrutiny should operate and current practice.  The potential of O&S was widely 
recognised, but few felt this potential was being fully realised or harnessed.   

     
4.2 There were limited examples of recent scrutiny activity which had a positive impact 

and linked to council priorities.  The most cited example was the work undertaken 
by the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee to examine youth 
unemployment in Allerdale.  A sub-committee had been established and met on a 
number of occasions over a year and 3 months.  The area of focus had been 
scoped and agreed.  A detailed report including recommendations had been 
shared with the Executive in January 2017.  

 
4.3 The work of the Corporate Overview and Scrutiny Committee was also cited as an 

example; a working group had been established to provide scrutiny of the grounds 
maintenance procurement process and recommendations had been shared with 
the Executive in September 2015.   

 
4.4 Most felt that the task and finish groups had worked well – giving members more 

time and space to drill down into issues of policy and performance.  The council 
should explore opportunities to build this approach as it looks at the future 
governance of the scrutiny function (discussed later). 

 
4.5 The recent introduction of a work programme prioritisation toolkit was welcomed 

by councillors and officers who told us work plans had been too broad and 
unwieldly - “it grows and grows” (focus group member).  The work programme 
toolkit should be used to help prioritise the issues where the scrutiny function can 
add most value and which support council priorities.  A dedicated meeting with 
members of the two committees is to be held in April to discuss the work 
programme; this is good progress and this approach should continue in the longer 
term.  Thought should now be given to develop a system to monitor outcomes 
linked to the work programme and track progress.  If recommendations and 
outcomes are not progressed, this will demotivate contributors.   

 
4.6 Those we spoke to indicated that pre-decision scrutiny is limited.  Good overview 

and scrutiny entails achieving a balance of scrutinising past decision making as 
well as exploring areas of policy development at an early stage.  O&S should be 
seen as a tool to help the executive and senior officers explore the potential impact 
and implications of potential decisions before they are made by the Executive.   

mailto:info@local.gov.uk
http://www.local.gov.uk/


 

 

 
Local Government House, Smith Square, London SW1P 3HZ  T 020 7664 3000 F 020 7664 3030 E info@local.gov.uk www.local.gov.uk 

 

7 

Consideration should be given to having the forward plan of key decisions listed as 
a standard agenda item for all scrutiny meetings to encourage pre-decision 
scrutiny.   Embedding scrutiny into other internal systems and processes of the 
council should also be considered as a means to encourage more pre-decision 
scrutiny of key policy areas (explored later in the report).   

 
4.7 How well is scrutiny engaging communities? 

 
4.8 A key principle for effective scrutiny, established through the Centre for Public 

Scrutiny, is to enable the voice and concerns of the public and communities.  All 
we spoke to spoke highly of the local knowledge of councillors in respect to their 
local communities and neighourhoods.  A number of these councillors are twin 
hatted and are able to bring the perspective of parish and town councils into 
scrutiny discussions.  Councillors are able to express constituent views to inform 
the work of scrutiny and there were numerous examples of this cited by those 
whom we met.   

 
4.9 There are limited examples of direct public engagement in the work of the scrutiny 

committees.  Meetings are open to the public and there is information on the 
council website outlining when and where the meetings are held.  The website also 
includes an option for members of the public or other stakeholders to suggest a 
topic for scrutiny via an online form.  Most of those we spoke to suggested that it is 
generally rare for members of the public to attend. The council’s short survey also 
re-inforced this view with most respondents indicating that this is an area that 
could be strengthened.  The unemployment scrutiny review was cited as an 
example of scrutiny’s wider engagement.  Presentations were received from a 
range of invited speakers and a call for evidence from partner organisations was 
made.  Other than this, the enquiry was completed by desk research, data analysis 
and examination of reports/publications.   

 
4.10 There are opportunities to strengthen the way scrutiny communicates and 

engages with the diverse communities of Allerdale.  We recognise that getting 
community engagement right is always a challenge for most scrutiny committees.  
The council should first prioritise reviewing the governance of the scrutiny function 
– with a focus on targeted pieces of work led through task and finish groups and 
linked to council priorities.  The task groups should then consider meaningful ways 
to gain the views of stakeholders, appoint co-optees, engage partners and collate 
evidence and research data to inform their work.  There are then opportunities to 
build on this going forward – communicating successes to engender wider interest 
and buy in from a range of communities and partners.   

 
4.11 How well focused is scrutiny? 

 
4.12 Most people we spoke to recognised that some meetings can be quite lengthy with 

a lack of focus on the intended outcomes.  Presentations were useful and 
informative, but often lengthy.  Members sometimes feel there is a lack of clarity 
on what the specific ask is of them following presentations by officers.  There is 
currently too much focus on items for information sharing, when more focus should 
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be placed on reviewing and influencing policy at an early stage of development or 
scrutinising decision making.   

 
4.13 In addition to strengthening the way the work programme is developed and 

prioritised, already outlined, consideration should be given to issuing clearer 
guidance to officers about expectations.  This could be done during the pre-
meeting briefings with the chair/committee members.  It could also be made 
clearer to officers at the point at which their attendance at the committee is 
confirmed, perhaps through a short guidance document on what to expect when 
attending an O&S meeting.  This should include a reason for attendance at 
scrutiny e.g. policy influencing/shaping, pre-decision scrutiny, post decision 
scrutiny or topic of significant public interest. 

 
4.14 Is the governance of the scrutiny function fit for purpose? 

 
4.15 The current ‘2 committee’ structure has been in place since 2013 and following the 

departure of the Corporate Director of Operations, no longer aligns to the council’s 
own internal structures.   Draft proposals from the Local Government Boundary 
Commission for England propose a reduction in the number of councillors (7 less 
than currently) and wards (9 less than currently).  The final proposals will be 
known in June 2017.  Some felt that councillor capacity to deliver two overview 
and scrutiny committees could be more of a challenge.   

 
4.16 Attendance figures for both overview and scrutiny committees average between 60 

and 66% also posing questions about the current structure.  A 2 committee 
structure has the potential to be overly bureaucratic, with a tendency for a degree 
of separation between the two committees which has widened over time.     

 
4.17 Changing the current structure could also be an opportunity to inject new ideas 

and energy into scrutiny.  The council should consider developing a single 
committee with a more focused work plan.  A single committee structure could 
help build capacity amongst officers, executive members and councillors to attend 
and support.    

 
4.18 This committee could be supported by task and finish groups linked to council 

priorities.  The task groups should have more time and space to drill down into 
areas linked to council priorities, facilitate good cross party working and engage 
communities on areas of wider public interest.  Consideration could be given to 
including a standing ‘performance and budget’ working group as part of this 
approach which can help support overall performance scrutiny and the budget 
planning cycle - feeding into the wider committee.     

 
4.19 Membership of the task and finish groups could involve councillors from across the 

authority, not necessarily limited to those on scrutiny.  This will ensure the council 
is harnessing the skills of all members to inform good scrutiny and help embed 
O&S across the council.    Membership could also include co-optees from partner 
organisations, helping to bring in wider perspectives and expertise.   

 

mailto:info@local.gov.uk
http://www.local.gov.uk/


 

 

 
Local Government House, Smith Square, London SW1P 3HZ  T 020 7664 3000 F 020 7664 3030 E info@local.gov.uk www.local.gov.uk 

 

9 

4.20 There needs to be a renewed focus on the leadership of scrutiny across the 
council.   

 
“…there is something about making scrutiny not the last thing people are 
involved in, but the first thing people want to get involved in” (participant from 
a focus group). 

 
4.21 The culture of the council needs to recognise the important role that scrutiny plays 

in constructive challenge and decision making.  It is important that senior 
councillors and senior officers champion scrutiny in their work. 

 
4.22 Membership of the committee and chairing arrangements are key to this.  Who is 

appointed to the chair and from which political party is a matter for the council – 
with CfPS research indicating that there are a variety of ways in which councils 
can decide their chairs.  Overall, the peer team felt that the individual chairing skills 
(of the person who is appointed) is a key factor in the success of scrutiny.  There 
are also opportunities to consider the role of all members in the chairing of the task 
and finish groups (see below).   Overall, the council should support the 
development of chairing skills which can help keep a committee focused in holding 
the Executive to account.   

 
4.23 The council should give further consideration to the role of members across all 

political parties as part of any new structure.  The majority of councillors we spoke 
to said that councillors from different party backgrounds work well together on 
O&S.  This can be further harnessed as some members currently feel their role is 
de-valued.   There is an opportunity for the task and finish groups to be chaired by 
any scrutiny member and for any member from the council to join if they have 
experience or knowledge that can add value. 

 
4.24 Agreement for heads of service to attend scrutiny meetings on a rotational basis 

was welcomed by those we spoke to and backed up by the short survey 
responses.  This sends an important message to all stakeholders about the role 
and profile of scrutiny in the council.  However, the rotational nature of this 
arrangement could diffuse senior management responsibilities in relation to 
scrutiny.  There is potential to strengthen this arrangement by developing a more 
consistent approach on who attends from the senior management team.  Heads of 
service could also support councillors by acting as champions for the task and 
finish groups.     

 
4.25 There is also further potential to strengthen the interaction between the executive 

and the scrutiny committee.  Involvement of individual executive members with 
scrutiny is varied.  We recognise that the forward plan is included within the papers 
for every meeting but not listed as a separate item on the agenda. Including the 
forward plan as a stand-alone agenda item for all scrutiny meetings should help 
guide invitations to the Executive.  Executive members should be invited to give 
evidence at the request of the committee.   

 
4.26 Informal methods of communication between the Executive and O&S should also 

be encouraged as a means to engender mutual trust and respect for each other, 
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allowing O&S to inform and shape policy decisions.  We acknowledge that there 
have been attempts to develop this relationship outside of formal committee 
meetings in the past.  More recently, this involved the Scrutiny Chairs and the 
Executive Member for Corporate Resources meeting (facilitated by the Corporate 
Director and Senior Policy/Performance Officer).  This needs to be looked at again 
as part of the wider recommendations in this report.     

 
4.27 How effective is scrutiny training and development? 

 
4.28 We understand that a training programme is to be developed for councillors over 

the forthcoming weeks which will include a refresher introduction to scrutiny, chairs 
training and financial/budget scrutiny.  The councillors and officers we spoke to 
would both welcome further training on the role of scrutiny and their respective 
roles.  This was also reflected in the responses from the short council survey 
relating to scrutiny.  Developing a continued, mandatory and rolling programme of 
training for both councillors and officers will help them to maintain their focus on 
O&S.  It also sends out a message about the importance of scrutiny at the council.  
Training should include questioning skills for councillors.   

 
4.29 Some of those who completed the recent short council survey on scrutiny stressed 

the importance of scrutiny acting as independent of the Executive.  Members 
should, as far as possible, be objective about policies of their own party.  Scrutiny 
must be seen to be ‘above party politics’ as outlined in NLGN research ‘Realising 
the Potential of Scrutiny’.  Good scrutiny does require “a more consensual 
approach to local politics”; training should be used to re-inforce these messages. 

 
4.30 Consideration should also be given to visiting other councils to observe scrutiny 

meetings.  Most members we spoke to were open to this suggestion.   
 

4.31 How can working processes and protocols be improved? 
 

4.32 A number of further operational changes could also be made to embed the role of 
scrutiny across the council.  Current decision making templates, including report 
templates for both the Executive and Council, don’t include a tick box to show if 
the item has been offered or considered by scrutiny.  Many other councils now do 
this and it can often act as a prompt for those involved in producing reports to 
consider the role that scrutiny should play.  It can also act as a challenge for those 
considering reports to explore the role of scrutiny.  Decision making and report 
templates, including the forward plan template, should be reviewed to include 
prompts relating to the scrutiny function.   

 
4.33 We were told of an example of a recent project where an officer had produced a 

project plan to incorporate consideration by scrutiny early in the project 
development phase.  This is good practice as it encourages early, pre-decision 
scrutiny and should inform a more inclusive project.  Project plan templates and 
initiation documents should be reviewed to include options around possible 
scrutiny involvement.   
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4.34 Decision making and report templates, the forward plan template and project 
planning processes/procedures should be reviewed to incorporate prompts for 
officers and councillors in relation to the scrutiny function.   

 

 

5. Next steps  

 
Immediate next steps  
 
We appreciate the senior managerial and political leadership will want to reflect on 
these findings and suggestions in order to determine how the organisation wishes to 
take things forward.  
 
As part of the peer review process, there is an offer of further activity to support this. 
The LGA is well placed to provide additional support, advice and guidance on a number 
of the areas for development and improvement and we would be happy to discuss this. 
Neil Shaw, Principal Adviser is the main contact between your authority and the Local 
Government Association (LGA). His contact details are:  Neil.Shaw@local.gov.uk 
 
In the meantime we are keen to continue the relationship we have formed with the 
Council throughout the peer challenge.  We will endeavour to provide signposting to 
examples of practice and further information and guidance about the issues we have 
raised in this report to help inform ongoing consideration.  
 
Follow up visit  
 
The LGA peer review process includes a follow up visit. The purpose of the visit is to 
help the council assess the impact of the peer challenge and demonstrate the progress 
it has made against the areas of improvement and development identified by the peer 
team. It is a lighter-touch version of the original visit and does not necessarily involve all 
members of the original peer team. The timing of the visit is determined by the Council.  
Our expectation is that it will occur within the next 2 years.  
 
Next Corporate Peer Challenge 
 
We recognise that this review has focussed on the scrutiny function.  Your last full 
Corporate Peer Challenge was in July 2012.  The current LGA sector-led improvement 
support offer includes an offer for councils to have a full Corporate Peer Challenge or 
Finance Peer Review every 4 to 5 years.  This means that you could now consider the 
timing of a future Corporate Peer Review.   
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