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ITEM EN8

[image: image1.png]Scrutiny and the Budget

If we are to move from being a “fair” to being a “good” authority, we need to
demonstrate that scrutiny is adding value to the performance of this council. This
paper aims to suggest one way forwards. It is intended that discussion at the
Learning and Culture scrutiny committee, over a series of meetings and a pilot,
supplemented by contributions from both officers and Executive members, will

- flesh out the details of its working.

9 v Further consideration needs to be given to how scrutiny committees will

scrutinise the budget.
| (Scrutiny Development Action Plan, 31 January 2003)

Scrutiny has a vital place in the financial planning system. This role is not so
much at the point of setting the expenditure in the small variable part of the
annual budget, but rather it is in ensuring that the overall base budget is being
appropriately used. Scrutiny can assess this over a long period in a way that the
Executive functions of the Council cannot.

9i Each Scrutiny Committee should at its next scheduled meeting, as its first
main item of business , undertake a fundamental review of its work
programme, to ensure that it is adding value to the Council’s work, is

outcome focussed, and the best method of working to achieve that.
(Scrutiny Development Action Plan, 31 January 2003)

The key is to ensure that our focus is on the funding and achievement of results
and outputs — NOT concentrating solely on inputs. Whilst the Executive only has
time to look at inputs and performance indicators, Scrutiny can consider whether
the right performance indicators are being measured, and how information can
be best presented.

[Scrutiny bodies] “analyse if the council has been meeting its objectives in terms

of service outcomes for the resources provided”
(p 54 Managing Budgets — A Guide, published by the LGIU Nov 2002)

“The role of scrutiny within budget management could be wide-ranging, including
scrutiny of medium and long-term plans, considering audit recommendations,

and the link between spending and achieving policy objectives.”
(p 71 ibid)

Scrutinising the budget means ensuring the budget is in line with other strategic
planning objectives, and then used as a base to determine actual spending.

7 vii Scrutiny Committees should adopt more of the working practices of the

scrutiny review panels and also experiment in working in different ways.
' (Scrutiny Development Action Plan, 31 January 2003)




[image: image2.png]In practical terms, there are two options. First, it might be possible for the
Learning and Culture Scrutiny Committee to inspect the entire Learning and
Culture budget over a rolling period. This inspection would be informed by a
series of reports provided to Learning and Culture. Second, it might be possible
for Learning and Culture to inspect identified priority areas within the Learning
and Culture budget, focussing attention on areas where it was felt that the
greatest impact might be made.

It is suggested here that the most effective use of Scrutiny time might be, at least
in a first stage, by focussing on identified priority areas. This is a new area for
the whole Council, and a test case on a small section of the Learning and Culture
budget might be useful experience for the whole Council. For example, Learning
and Culture might consider asking for a report on the Museum budget, given the
current scrutiny review which is being carried out in this area, to supplement the
work which members have done there.

At the moment, budgets are simply provided as lists of headings, against which a
figure appears. There is no indication of what that figure is supposed to achieve,
which part of the Council's aims, objectives and priorities this is supposed to
realise, how the outcome will be measured, what the targets are, and soon. In
really scrutinising the budget, it is this information which we should be assessing.

Rather than simply listing inputs, in each case a budget expenditure heading
would list the two criteria which are already included in budget papers:

1 Heading;
2 Budget figure for that heading;

...and that those criteria would be supplémented in each case with:

3 What that figure is supposed to achieve (e.g. pay for two people to do the
associated work);

4 Which part of the Council's aims, objectives and priorities this is supposed to
realise (e.g. manage the delivery of Adult Learning to ethnic minority groups);

5 How the outcome will be measured and what the targets are at the moment
(e.g. such-and-such a presence, this many people advised, etc);

6 In the last period, did the spending in this area meet (or help to meet) the
objectives/targets set? (i.e. did input transform into the expected output);

7 If there were over/underspends in this heading in the last period, what were
the reasons for this over/underspend, and what impact does this have on the
achievement of the Council's plans;

[See the attached illustration for further details]
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[image: image4.png]Information set out in this way will not only help the members to identify where
targets are being met or not. It will also serve as a line management tool, setting
out SMART (Specific, Measurable, Agreed, Realistic, Time-bound) targets for
each role, recording where those targets are being met, and if not, why not. The
attached illustration is intended to demonstrate one possible way of presenting
information. It is anticipated that there will be further refinements to this
presentation method, even perhaps wholesale changes, in the light of further
input from members and officers alike.

Clearly, this would produce budget documents which are far too large to be dealt
with sensibly all together at any one time. It is therefore suggested that the next
meeting of Learning and Culture should consider a report setting out how the
identified priority areas of the Learning and Culture budget could be reviewed in
this way, probably over a rolling period. Each section would therefore be
manageable, both from the officer and member perspective.

7 ii  Where possible limit the number and length of reports and background
papers submitted for meetings word length not to exceed 10,000 words for

the documentation of any one meeting.
(Scrutiny Development Action Plan, 31 January 2003)

This approach will mean that each meeting will be able to address a manageable
report on an identified section of the budget, with meaningful figures translated
into outputs, highlighting reasons why outputs have (or have not) been achieved
as anticipated. This then gives Scrutiny an opportunity to fulfil a very important
part of its role - to advise that adjustments be made in this or that area, to ensure
that we are meeting our aims, or perhaps to commission more detailed (review?)
work if the reports highlight areas of concern. It would also enable Scrutiny to
consider whether the right performance indicators are being measured in each
instance.

(This is based on the recommendations coming out of the training session led by
IPF in December 2002, as well as being consistent with the relevant
recommendations from the Scrutiny Development Action Plan. The ideas here
have been discussed with Janet Silett, LGIU, John Barker, Assistant County
Treasurer, and Derek Bishop, Head of Scrutiny, among others, who have all
indicated their support for the aims set out here for developing the role of
Scrutiny within the authority.)




[image: image5.png]The Scrutiny Committee is RECOMMENDED to:

(a)
(b)

(c)

(d)

Note and offer comments on the ideas raised in this paper,

Request that relevant officers present a plan to the next meeting of
this Committee (20 May 2003), setting out options for presentation of
budget information related to results and outputs, such that it should
be clear immediately where there is under or over performance, and
such that it should also provide information useful for line
management purposes;

Discuss at the next meeting which key sections of the base budget
for Learning and Culture would be targeted for review over a rolling
period, and to schedule the reports requested over future meetings;

Request that the first stage in that rolling report, a report on the
Museums budget, should be presented to the Learning and Culture
meeting scheduled for 1 July 2003.
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