INFORMATION SHEET 3


Scrutiny of Local Strategic Partnerships: Roles and examples

Adding value from the role of scrutiny

It is essential that scrutiny work is based on a sense of what it wants to achieve and how it plans to be influential.  Some gains from scrutiny of Local Strategic Partnerships could be:

What the LSP achieves is improved (better outcomes):

· Ways to improve the achievements of the partnership are found and put into action

· Through an open process of investigation and dialogue, the partners find new ways to tackle local problems 

· There is wider influence of ward councillors, and local people, on the content of the main strategies, such as the community strategy, making them better reflect what communities want

How the LSP operates is improved (better processes):

· Members understand the council’s partnership arrangements better

· Recommendations are made, and implemented to make the LSP work better

· Recommendations are made and implemented to improve the LSP’s communication and openness

Roles of overview and scrutiny:

In Module 1 – Why scrutiny matters, we summarised the roles overview and scrutiny can play, under the following headings:

· Holding to account

· Performance management

· Policy review

· Policy development

· External scrutiny

We can apply these roles specifically to the scrutiny of strategic partnerships.  The following are some ideas of the role scrutiny can play in the first four of these roles, to help improve strategic partnership work.  All scrutiny of partnerships involves external scrutiny, but is also likely to scrutinise the council’s own contribution to the partnership.

Holding to account

Overview and scrutiny can:

· Providing challenge: scrutiny can take up local problems raised by ward councillors and the public (the forthcoming Councillor Call for Action will give this a legal framework).

· Put community leadership into practice as a democratic body: Many local services are not under democratic control: scrutiny can make a contribution to filling the democratic deficit

· Create greater openness from partnerships: scrutiny investigations can bring information into the public domain.  It can identify the need for greater communication from partnerships.  Scrutiny investigations can work in ways which involve community involvement, for example through co-option or consultation

· Ensure partnership structures are open and fit for purpose (governance issues), for example how they relate to local democratic structures, whether different sectors are adequately represented.

Example: A scrutiny panel in Nottingham investigated problems the LSP had been experiencing.  This included looking at how the council could support the LSP better, how it could improve involvement of various stakeholders including the voluntary sector.  This was a report to the new LSP board, which contributed to a ‘fresh start’ for the LSP.

Example: Birmingham City Council set up a scrutiny task and finish group because of member concern about the role of the LSP, and its relationship to democratic decision-making.  There was a survey of councillors, and investigation of the LSP links with Birmingham’s district (area) role.  This led to recommendations on the role and membership of the LSP, communication and accountability.  This included recommendations on developing the scrutiny role in relation to the LSP.

Performance management

Overview and scrutiny can:

· Review of implementation of the Sustainable Community Strategy, and sub-strategies such as the Crime and Disorder Reduction Strategy

· Scrutinise past and current performance of partnerships, including performance failures

· Scrutinise implementation of Local Area Agreements including investigating underperformance

· Scrutinise of the council contribution to implementation of wider partnership work

Councils are making arrangements to scrutinise the Local Area Agreement.  What arrangements are made is for local decision.  

Example: In Doncaster the scrutiny committees were reorganised to relate to the four blocks of the LAA and the scrutiny chairs are on the relevant sub-partnerships of the LSP.   (The new LAAs will not be required to be organised in the four blocks used in the past.)  

Example: In Cornwall, a scrutiny panel with representation from county and districts has been set up to review implementation of the LAA.

Policy review

Overview and scrutiny can:

· Propose changes in policy, to tackle problems and poor achievement in specific areas

· Review partnership work from a specific perspective, such as sustainability

· Review particular pieces of partnership work

Example: A joint scrutiny review on drugs, alcohol and substance abuse, carried out jointly by Rugby Borough Council and Warwickshire County Council led to recommendations for action by a range of partners.

Policy development

Overview and scrutiny can:

· Contribute to strategy development of the community strategy and related partnership strategies

· Carry out in-depth investigations of topics to contribute to partnership work

In many councils, overview and scrutiny bodies are asked to contribute to the development of the Sustainable Community Strategy, and other strategies for health, crime, or children’s services.

Example: In the London Borough of Southwark, scrutiny is involved in a project for the Children and Young People partnership, tracking the experience of young people of regeneration schemes.
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