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Dear Sir,
Local Accountability Consultation.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposals set out in the Local Accountability consultation paper.  As requested I have structured this Council's response around the consultation questions.  The response has been discussed with the Council's cross party Scrutiny Management Board and by Cabinet Members.
Question 1:  Do you agree with our proposed approach in relation to overview and scrutiny committees requiring information from partner authorities?
Not as it stands.  The obligations of all LAA partners should be consistent.  The Health & Social Care Act 2001 currently places different obligations on NHS bodies.  An obligation simply to provide Information is insufficient for effective scrutiny.  Senior representatives from partner bodies should also be under an obligation to attend scrutiny meetings and answer questions as is currently the case with NHS bodies.  No time limit has been suggested for the provision of Information; It Is suggested that a limit of no more than 20 working days (In line with Freedom of Information legislation) from the date of the request being received from the appropriate scrutiny officer, working on behalf of scrutiny members, should be set.
Question 2: Do you agree with the proposal to apply the provisions in relation to exempt and confidential information without modification to local authority executives?
There should be no need for additional regulations relating to confidential and exempt information over and above existing local government legislation.  To have separate rules relating to scrutiny may lead to confusion.
Question 3: Do you agree with the proposed approach towards joint overview and scrutiny committees? Are there specific issues that should be considered as part of the approach?
Telford and Wrekin is a unitary authority and will leave it for others more directly affected to comment on this issue.
Question 4: Do you agree with the proposed approach to enable district scrutiny committees to review the delivery of LAA targets?

Telford and Wrekin is a unitary authority and will leave it for others more directly affected to comment on this issue.
Question 5: Do you agree with the proposal to apply these new powers in councils operating alternative arrangements? Are there any specific implications that should be taken into account in doing so?
Telford and Wrekin is a unitary authority and will leave it for others more directly affected to comment on this issue.
Question 6: What issues should be considered as part of any new power to establish area scrutiny committees?
Telford and Wrekin is a unitary authority and will leave it for others more directly affected to comment on this issue.
Question 7: How might the requirement for dedicated scrutiny resource be put into practice?

Since new political management arrangements were adopted by this Council in 2001 there has been a small officer team dedicated to supporting the work of scrutiny members, as is the case in almost all unitary authorities.  It should be left to individual authorities to decide their own management arrangements to reflect local needs and priorities and therefore the proposal to require authorities to have a dedicated scrutiny resource is not supported. However, the Council supports the spirit of the proposal in raising the issue of adequate resources for scrutiny but would suggest that as part of the CAA process the effectiveness of local scrutiny should be assessed and recommendations for improvement made where appropriate. 
Question 8: Do you agree that appeals about a local authority’s response to a petition should be considered by the overview and scrutiny committee? What practical issues might arise?
Overview and scrutiny committees are not able to make decisions.  Consideration of appeals about the authority's response to petitions would therefore be slow as recommendations would have to be made elsewhere which is likely to result in dissatisfaction amongst petitioners.  Overview and scrutiny members have an increasing workload and no more time available to undertake this role.  Overview and scrutiny committees are not intended to consider isolated complaints but general patterns and trends and generally wish to examine an issue from all perspectives.  For these reasons, this proposal is not supported.  Indeed it is debateable whether there should be any appeal mechanism to a petition as a petition could itself be seen as an appeal.
Question 9: Do you agree with this approach that those responsible for the job descriptions should determine the precise arrangements by which the chair or chief executive will attend regular public meetings?

Meetings of the Council's decision making bodies are already held in public, except where exempt items are being considered.  However, members of the public are not able to speak.  Rather than hold a series of separate meetings that may be poorly attended it may be more appropriate to allow members of the public to ask questions for a given time limit at the start of each meeting.  In order for answers to be available at the meeting, notice should be provided in advance of the questions to be asked.  Whilst some authorities already have such an arrangement in place, this practice is not universal.  This would allow members of the public to address the relevant decision making body rather than the Council Chairman (Leader?) and Chief Executive.
Question 10: Do you agree with our proposals to require the local authority with its strategic partners to agree a local scheme for petitions to hold officers to account? What practical issues might arise?
The concept of holding public meetings on matters of local concern is supported but overview and scrutiny is a mechanism through which this can be facilitated.  Such public meetings need to be chaired by an experienced and independent chairman familiar with normal rules of debate.  Such meetings would need to be arranged and publicised which could be undertaken through the Council's scrutiny support arrangements.  Clearly within a local authority Members set policy which is implemented by officers.  The relevant decision makers should therefore be invited to attend - be they officers or members.  
Question 11: Should the Government provide some minimum standards for local schemes to hold officers to account? What should they be? Which, if any, local service providers and agencies must, or must not be in any scheme?
If such a scheme were to be introduced, there should be some consistency across the country as to how it operated.  Therefore some basic guidance should be issued.  If the full range of issues affecting local people are to be addressed such a scheme should also include local arms of central government such as GOWM.
Question 12: Do you agree that the scope of the scheme should be agreed locally subject to any statutory minimum standards and whether this would be an effective means of empowering communities?
The scope of the scheme should be agreed locally.  It is important not to raise expectations of communities too far as although relevant officers and or members may attend such a meeting to give account for the reasons for decisions, the actual decisions taken may not change as a result of the meeting.  Very often there will be counter views and some groups will support a particular decision as strongly as others oppose it.
Question 13: Do you agree with the proposed approach?
Members of the public who attend a meeting may not feel that they have witnessed a debate if some elected members are not present at the meeting.  However, in very large rural areas such a system could be useful - particularly during periods of bad weather.  There would, however, have to be a high degree of confidence in the technology required to make such an approach work.  Therefore it is suggested that councils should be able to opt in to such a system if they choose to. 
Yours faithfully,
Victor Brownlees,

Corporate Director: Resources.
