
TELFORD & WREKIN COUNCIL

CABINET – 10th AUGUST 2010
TRANSPARENCY IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT

REPORT OF THE HEAD OF ICT & PROCUREMENT & THE HEAD OF CUSTOMER AND LEISURE SERVICES 
1.
PURPOSE

1.1
To provide details of the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Governments’ proposals to publish information on all council spend over £500 and other financial and business information that is aimed at making local government transparent to the public.   
1.2 To seek approval for the development and implementation of web content that will publish the information that the Government suggests Councils should be making public in the interest of bringing greater openness and accountability to local government.

	2.
	RECOMMENDATIONS

	
	

	2.1
2.2

	That Cabinet approve the development and implementation of Council Transparency pages on the Council’s website detailing the information already available detailed at 5.7.

That Cabinet agree to the development of the additional content required to meet the existing proposals detailed at 5.8. 




3.
PREVIOUS MINUTES 

None

4. SUMMARY

4.1 
The Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government,  Eric Pickles  and Local Government Association Chair Baroness Eaton have joined forces to urge councils to publish details of all spending over £500 in full and on line as part of a wider action to bring greater openness and accountability to local government.
4.2
This report details the existing proposed list of information that Councils should be providing and details what work is required within the Council to achieve the proposals from the Secretary of State.    

5. INFORMATION 

5.1
The coalition Government, in its document ‘Our programme for government’, has confirmed the following:

· We will require all Councils to publish meeting minutes and local service and performance data
· We will require all councils to publish items of spending above £500 and to publish contracts and tender documents in full

5.2
This has been confirmed in a letter sent to all local authorities on 4th June 2010 from the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, Eric Pickles in which local authorities are urged to start to make progress on the transparency agenda before final guidelines are published towards the end of the year.

5.3
However it is clear from this letter that the government’s aspiration for greater transparency goes beyond publishing items of spend over £500 and will include

· Local government salaries – providing information on senior salaries, names and job descriptions
· Councillor allowances and expenses – providing greater clarity on Councillors costs

· Council minutes and papers – consistent publication of what is being discussed and what has been decided

· Job vacancies that will enable people to see how many of the positions are for key local services 

· Frontline service data - including rubbish and recycling rates, council tax collection rates and detail of major planned projects 

· Data such as food hygiene reports for food outlets - information which is routinely collected and of interest to residents, but not currently shared in an easily accessible format

· Licensing Application and decisions giving residents more clarity on what is happening in their areas and providing early opportunity to raise concerns or objections

· Planning applications and decisions – making sure residents have online access to information about applications that could affect them and the look and feel of their area, and making it easier for them to input into emerging development ideas.

5.4
The letter received from the Secretary of State quotes the Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead as leading the way in this field as they have a link from the front page of their web site to a series of transparency in local government information pages and documents, which covers some of what is being suggested including

· Councillors' Allowances 

· Automatic Energy Reading 

· Council Information and Data Transparency – a copy of this report
· Freedom of Information Act - Publication Scheme 

· Major Council Projects 

· Payment to Suppliers 
· Spotlight on Spend 

· Pay and Benefits of Staff Earning over £50,000 per annum 


5.5
Much of this information detailed at 5.3 is already currently available or will be published shortly, but the information is not brought together in a coherent way that is easy to understand or find.
5.6
However with the recent launch of the Council’s new website and content management system we are well placed to develop transparency pages on the Council’s web site which will enable publication of this information in a much more coherent way using information that is available already within existing information systems.

5.7 
The data that we already have available for publishing includes

· Salaries of senior officer – available in the Council’s final accounts – need to decide whether to include names of officers as in the Council’s accounts we are only currently required to name the Chief Executive

· Councillor allowances – already advertised in the local press

· Council minutes and agendas – already published via the democratic services web pages and forward plan of decisions
· Job vacancies – already published via the job pages of the council web site
· Data such as food hygiene reports for food outlets – already published via scores on the doors web pages of the Council’s web site
5.8
Areas where further work is required include  

· Items of spend over £500 – although this information is available work is required to identify the source of the spend and to anonimise personal data in order to avoid data protection breaches in the following areas

· Direct Payments in social care/supporting people payment

· Foster Carers Payments 

· Leaving care payments

· Residents of Homes

· Business Rate Refunds

· Council Tax Refunds

· Inland Revenue payroll deductions

· Shropshire Council pensions fund payments

· Redundancy payments

· Frontline service data - including rubbish and recycling rates, council tax collection rates and detail of major planned projects is available via the Councils performance monitoring system, bur work is required to make this available via the web site.  
· Licensing Applications and decisions giving residents more clarity on what is happening in their areas and providing early opportunity to raise concerns or objections will require further investigation.
· Planning applications and decisions – making sure residents have online access to information about applications that could affect them and the look and feel of their area, and making it easier for them to input into emerging development ideas is scheduled to be online by the end of the summer.

6. Conclusion

6.1
No formal guidance as to what needs to be published has been produced, but the letter from the Secretary of State makes it clear that he is expecting councils to ‘forge ahead in publishing data, not waiting to be asked or directed item by item’.

6.2 
Consequently it is recommended that we develop transparency pages on the Councils new web site and publish the information that is already available by August and develop plans to have the information where more work is required to ensure this information is published by October 2010. 
6.3
However it is unclear what the impact of publishing some of this information may have of the demand for further information under the Freedom of Information Act and we will need to monitor the impact that this has on resources across the Council. 

7.

Legal Implications

7.1
It is not currently a legal requirement to publish the above listed data; it is a matter of best practice and a Government recommendation.  A Right to Government Data Bill is proposed but there is no implementation date available. 

7.2
The publishing of any data would be subject to the consideration of legal obligations in respect of that data i.e. data protection implications, commercial sensitivity, information provided in confidence etc.  It is anticipated that such considerations will only require a small percentage of data to be considered for non-disclosure.  Each item or category of data will be considered in light of current guidance and case law.

8.
Financial Implications

8.1
The work required to publish the suggested information is limited and will be met from existing resources.  The intention of the requirement to publish spend greater than £500 is to increase public accountability which will be exercised by members of the public asking questions of officers and Members.  The workload arising from responding to these queries will have to be kept under review and accommodated from within the cash limited budgets available which may require re-prioritisation of other tasks. 

9.0
Ward Implications

9.1
The information published will have Borough wide implication.

For more information about this report contact Mike Weston on 383317.
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