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	KEY ISSUE/DECISION


Members are asked to note the response to the consultation document ‘setting the pace: developing a framework for sector-led help’ which was approved as urgent action by the Chairman due to the closing date of 1 July 2009.

	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


The Improvement & Development Agency and the Local Government Association is currently consulting on a new framework for self-improvement for local authorities in England. It proposes a greater role for local authorities in owning and sharing amongst themselves the responsibility for their own improvement. This means a changed role for the regional and national improvement bodies, and by inference, the South East Fire Improvement Partnership.

	CONSULTATION


Consultation has taken place with the constituent Fire and Rescue Authorities (FRAs) in the South East Region to develop the report and response to the consultation. 

	RECOMMENDATIONS


Members are asked to:

i. Approve that the South East Fire Improvement Partnership will be the first port of call for any fire & rescue authority experiencing performance difficulties in the region;

ii. Note the response to the consultation document which was approved as urgent action by the Chairman (appendix 2 refers). 

	REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS


The proposals set out in the consultation document alter the relationship between the improvement partnership and other stakeholders.
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BACKGROUND PAPERS: None

INTRODUCTION

1. Local government including fire & rescue authorities can demonstrate an enviable track record of improvement over recent years. From the point of view of the Local Government Association (LGA) and the Improvement & Development Agency (IDeA) there is no room for complacency:

· The new regulatory framework – Comprehensive Area Assessment – may expose new weaknesses as different aspects of performance will be evaluated; 

· The current economic crisis means authorities face a squeeze between rising need in their communities and declining resources to meet them;

· Without a clear framework ministers are left to respond in an interventionist way where an authority is seen to be in crisis or after an avoidable tragedy. 

2. The consultation aims to stimulate a debate about what kind of an approach local government should collectively be taking to help those authorities that face particular difficulties, such as serious weaknesses in services or corporate governance. 

· For authorities – the IDeA wants to know how far a sector-led approach should go and how fast. Is it about doing what they currently do, but doing it better: more corporate or service specific support and more capacity to turn things around? Or do all authorities need to commit to a comprehensive set of arrangements which are designed to spot and prevent all potential service or corporate failure? 

· For government and regulators - they want to know how a more clearly local government-led approach will work effectively, particularly in the most challenging circumstances such as when, as is still occasionally the case, an authority has a combination of corporate weaknesses and service failures. 

3. Local Government needs to introduce a clearer framework that describes how it will work to overcome the particular difficulties that any authority may, at some time face. For the framework to be effective four factors are seen to be critical: 

· Identifying early warning signs of difficulty because a failure anywhere impacts on the reputation of local government as a whole;

· Building trust and confidence in political and officer peers in order to provide real challenge to struggling authorities;

· Recognising the importance of political ownership because the ultimate responsibility for improvement lies with politicians;

· A clearer framework of support architecture that is flexible and not overly bureaucratic so local government can solve its own problems first. 

4. The summary consultation document is attached at appendix 1. The full document is available at http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/aio/9711172 

ANALYSIS AND COMMENTARY

5. The framework proposed is a laudable concept, and in many ways it matches the role which the South East Fire Improvement Partnership has already taken. We already have quarterly confidential meetings with chief officers to allow us to tailor individual support packages should they be needed. We have invested in Members, both locally and as the RMB. We have also funded the development of peers for the national operational assessment process. We are already engaged with the RIEP in the south east and have successfully drawn down performance support funding for one FRA in the region. But there are difficulties in maintaining this position:

· The future of funding to improvement and efficiency partnerships is not clear. It is likely that no further funding will be made available in CSR09, which makes the viability of the framework questionable in the long-term;

· Smaller but high-performing FRAs may struggle to release Members and officers for peer support activities, because of the impact this would have on their own business plans; 

· The priority of the RIEP locally appears to be moving towards efficiency, which is not a surprise. However, the availability of improvement funding may be reduced whilst the economic climate is difficult;

· The relationship between the RIEP and other key stakeholder such as the Audit Commission and the national fire improvement advisory group, the Chief Fire & Rescue Advisor’s Unit is not clear. This is not to say that we do not have very good relationship with both the commission and CFRAU. However the demarcation between for example what is a SEFIP issue and what is a CFRAU issue has not been defined. It would be helpful to do this, so that there is no duplication of effort between bodies;

· Linked to the comment above, the framework is clear that the RIEP should be the first port of call for any authority experiencing performance difficulties. This is an important concept, and Members are asked to formally approve that from this point forward, SEFIP will be the first port of call for any FRA experiencing performance difficulties;

· The proposal in the framework to seek authorities to sign a commitment to self-evaluate themselves annually may be overly bureaucratic for fire & rescue service, although the commitment to an outside assessment every three to four years appears reasonable.  

6. Overall, the framework is worthy of support, and the consultation response which focuses on those areas relevant to fire & rescue authorities attached at appendix 2 reflects this position.

IMPLICATIONS

7. There is doubt over the funding to RIEPs in the future and commitment made to the framework needs to be cognisant of that issue. 

CONCLUSION

8. Members are asked to:

i. Approve that the South East Fire Improvement Partnership will be the first port of call for any fire & rescue authority experiencing performance difficulties in the region;

ii. Note the response to the consultation document which was approved as urgent action by the Chairman (appendix 2 refers). 
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