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25/05/17

Jess Hall
Scrutiny and Policy Officer
Allerdale Borough Council
Allerdale House
Workington
CA14 3YJ

Dear Jess

Re: Stronger Scrutiny Workshop – 12 May 2017

Following the recent peer review of the council’s scrutiny function in March 2017, the 
council recently invited the LGA to lead a workshop with members on 12 May 2017.   
The aim of the session was to outline the recommendations arising from the review 
and provide a space for members to share their own thoughts and practical ideas to 
support implementation.  The session was jointly led by Cindy Lowthian from the Local 
Government Association and Councillor Amy Cross, Cabinet member for Adult 
Services and Health, Blackpool Council and the Lead Member Peer for the Scrutiny 
Peer Review.  This letter aims to capture the key themes which emerged from the 
workshop.

The workshop

The workshop considered the recommendations arising from the scrutiny review.  
Participants acknowledged that Full Council will be asked to support these 
recommendations on 17 May 2017.  A table discussion allowed members to reflect 
upon the recommendations and share their thoughts to support implementation.

A key theme emerging from the discussion concerned culture change and how to 
engender and support this.  Participants acknowledged their own role in this.  They 
explored some of the challenges involved and discussed the important role that 
ongoing training for both officers and members can play.  A practical suggestion made 
was to include ‘scrutiny’ on departmental team agendas to support culture change.  
Providing opportunities for wider members to get involved in the work of the task and 
finish groups was also acknowledged as important.  Some participants welcomed the 
opportunity to involve co-optees in the work of the task and finish groups as this could 
provide an opportunity ‘to bring fresh air into the scrutiny process’.  

Another theme emerging from discussions concerned capacity issues, particularly in 
ensuring that both officers and members are able to support the work of the task and 
finish groups.  Participants felt it was important for the task and finish groups to agree 
clear terms of reference for their respective work areas, including the role that officers 
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play in supporting them.  Some of the participants commented on the valuable role of 
the scrutiny officer function and ensuring this post has capacity to oversee the changes 
to scrutiny going forward.  

Participants discussed the proposal to change the governance structure for O&S and 
move from a two committee structure to a single committee - supported by task and 
finish groups.  Some commented on the opportunities this provides in allowing detailed 
examination of priority issues ‘more so than in the past’.  Others explored opportunities 
for this new single committee structure (supported by task and finish groups) ‘to unify 
the work of O&S’.  The need to continue to rationalise areas of the work plan was also 
acknowledged.  Others explored the rationale for a single committee structure and 
how to ensure members have the capacity to support the task and finish groups going 
forward.  Opportunities to involve wider members in different task and finish groups 
was acknowledged as important in building this capacity.  

The workshop discussion finished with members exploring community engagement 
for O&S under the new arrangements.  Participants commented on the need to ensure 
the new structure is ‘community friendly’ and that all are clear on what is meant by 
community engagement.  Ideas included tapping into existing engagement 
mechanisms and providing opportunities to involve people who do not usually engage.  
Participants felt that an important element of this should be work to help educate 
stakeholders on what scrutiny actually is including training for lay members.  Members 
also welcomed any opportunities to learn from others and look at how other councils 
approach this.  

Further details from the workshop flip charts are included in Appendix A.

Next steps

Following the Full Council meeting on 17th May, copies of the workshop summary 
feedback could be provided to O&S members tasked with implementing the scrutiny 
review recommendations.

Further on-going support is available through the Local Government Association’s 
Principal Advisor, Neil Shaw (email: neil.shaw@local.gov.uk) and Cindy Lowthian, 
Advisor (email: cindy.lowthian@local.gov.uk).  Neil will continue to liaise with the 
authority in the future to explore specific issues the council may wish to be supported 
on.

Report contact

Cindy Lowthian
Adviser
Local Government Association
Email: cindy.lowthian@local.gov.uk

mailto:neil.shaw@local.gov.uk
mailto:cindy.lowthian@local.gov.uk
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Appendix A – Workshop Flip-Charts

Culture Change

 How can provide opportunities for other members to get involved in T&F 
groups.

 Important for elected members to have ‘ownership of the corporate plan’ – 
should help with this.

 Lay people/co-optees – interested in how this can be used to provide ‘fresh air’ 
into the process.

 Members need to see/make work.
 See O&S as a positive tool – not negative.
 Work with officers to ensure valuable role of scrutiny.
 Cultural Panel – learning from this and use of lay substitutes.
 Could put scrutiny on departmental agendas for staff.
 Tricky – “at what point should they take an issue to scrutiny – training for officers 

is key”.
 How engender change 

o T&F groups are key
o Service focus – important
o Make community friendly

 Example of asset transfer work – looking at how others approached this was 
helpful.  Opportunities to learn from others and visit other districts re O&S.

Capacity

 Important to agree clear role/capacity for officers in supporting T&F group.
 Ensure scrutiny officer support functions adequately resourced.
 How can build capacity to support community engagement.
 Forward Plan is critical – work on this is key.
 Important to rationalise areas of focus in work plan “can’t do everything”.
 Need to manage the work of the T&F groups
 Like idea of template of projects to help build focus going forward

Governance

 Task and finish groups - key in examining local issues ‘more than we have done 
in the past’.

 Attendance records – cutting down to one committee can help – learning from 
planning.

 Mirrors way executive system operates e.g. Exec reports to Council, T&F 
groups report into O&S single committee.

 Important to rationalise areas of focus in work plan “can’t do everything”.
 Importance of task and finish groups supporting key pieces of work, they should 

have time to do this.
 Opportunity for one committee structure to unify O&S work.
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Community Engagement

 Be clear on what you mean by community engagement.
 Different models to involve.
 Develop approaches – how to involve those who don’t usually engage.
 Give serious consideration on how we can educate public on what scrutiny 

actually is.
 Training for lay members.
 Residents survey (discussion on numbers who said they want to be involved 

and especially on an issue that is important to them).
 Capacity – do we have this to support community engagement
 Can look at booklets re O&S to explain 


