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Once again the Overview and Scrutiny Commission at Breckland Council has 

managed a varied workload and has responded to the many changes that have been 

fed through to local government as a consequence of the Coalition Government’s 

desire to set Localism at the heart of the agenda for local communities. 

 

Looking ahead to the coming year it is clear that whilst we shall continue to pursue 

the key aims and objectives of the Commission as set out in this annual report, we 

shall also take on a wider and more inclusive role in the organisation and delivery of 

services to the residents of Breckland. 

 

As a District Council we are not alone in feeling the winds of change sweeping down 

from Whitehall however as an entrepreneurial council we are perhaps better placed 

to respond than many and as a consequence of our recent history our scrutiny of 

such changes will be built upon tried and tested models that will seek to identify best 

practice, efficiency combined with value for money for the taxpayer and a rigorous 

and thorough investigation of alternatives where appropriate. 

 

We are embedded in the Chief Executive’s shared management team that reviews 

progress of this key plank in the strategy of Breckland to deliver a cost efficient and 

value for money service to all and if and when appropriate will take items forward for 

scrutiny by members. 

 

The Localism Act, through the many facets of its detail that relate to the planning 

function of the authority, means that we shall be taking the lead in reviewing how our 

Core Planning Strategy and Core Policy documents may need to be amended, 

modified, rewritten or abandoned in the light of the Act’s requirements and those of 

the district. This work will begin in earnest in the new year and will prove challenging 

to members and the communities whom they represent. 

 

The Council is also striving to reassess performance and productivity targets as a 

consequence of changes to overarching legislation from central government and as a 

result the OSC will be tasked with ensuring that these new targets are appropriate 

and relevant for the residents of the District. 

Introduction by Councillor Philip Cowen,  

Chairman of the Overview & Scrutiny Commission 
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Recently the OSC has undergone a series of meetings looking at housing policy and 

deliverability with specific focus on the affordable market. Since that work was 

undertaken there are more changes afoot in the way that we are to administer grants 

and benefits and the Coalition has signalled that the debate on the availability of low 

cost/affordable/social housing and the private v. public sector rented market. I 

anticipate that this will be fertile ground for the Housing Task and Finish Group in the 

coming 12 months. 

 

During the year the OSC said farewell to Robin Goreham who stepped down as vice 

chairman after many years of service and for his support during his time as vice 

chairman I am most grateful. Terry Jermy, is proving to be a worthy successor and I 

look forward to a busy year ahead with him as an able deputy. Finally, no introduction 

to such an important annual report would be complete without the thanks and 

appreciation of the members of the OSC to the many officers who have made our job 

that much easier and in particular to our committee secretary, Helen and our Scrutiny 

Officer Teresa.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Councillor Philip Cowen 

Chairman of the Overview & Scrutiny Commission 
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Overview & Scrutiny Commission Mr J P Cowen (Chairman) 

      Mr T Jermy (Vice Chairman) 

      Mr A J Byrne  

Mr C Carter 

      Mr K S Gilbert 

      Mrs D K R Irving 

      Mr A P Joel 

Mr R G Kybird 

Mrs S M Matthews 

Mr R Richmond 

Mr J D Rogers 

Mr B Rose 

 

      Substitutes 

      Ms S Armes 

      Mr G Bambridge 

      Ms C Bowes 

 

 

Breckland Representatives on Joint Scrutiny bodies 

 

Norfolk Health Overview & Scrutiny  Lady Kay Fisher (Until June 2012) 

Committee     Mr R Kybird (Substitute) 

 

Norfolk County Strategic Partnership  Mr J P Cowen, Chairman 

Joint Scrutiny Panel (panel ceased April 2012) 

 

 

 
    
  

 
 
 

Membership of the 2011/12 Overview & Scrutiny Commission  
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Introduction to Scrutiny 
 

Overview and Scrutiny was established through the 2000 Local Government Act as 

part of the new governance and executive arrangements for local authorities in 

England and Wales. Elected members are either ‘executive’, who take decisions 

either individually as Portfolio holders or collectively as the cabinet, or ‘non executive’ 

who have a role to scrutinise council decisions, develop and review council policy 

and hold the decision-makers to account.  

 

Scrutiny committees are also able to investigate matters of local community 

importance and in the last decade have expanded their role further on the back of a 

strengthened legislative basis to cover aspects such as scrutiny of the Local 

Strategic Partnership, Call for Action etc. It is anticipated that with the implementation 

of the Localism Bill the role of and extent of work undertaken by Local Authority 

Scrutiny bodies will increase. 

 

 

Overview & Scrutiny at Breckland 

The Overview & Scrutiny Commission (OSC) is the overarching scrutiny body at 

Breckland Council which manages the Scrutiny work programme and co-ordinates 

dedicated task and finish groups that are established from time to time by the 

Commission.  

Formal OSC meetings are held every 6 weeks (there were 13 formal meetings during 

2011/12) at the main council offices in Dereham.   

The Commission currently has 12 members, is politically balanced and made up of 

10 Conservative Members, 1 Labour Member and 1 Independent Member.  

During 2011, Mr Goreham stepped down as Vice Chairman and Mr Terry Jermy took 

his place. 

 



 6 

The current Commission identified 5 broad areas of investigation that forms the core 

of the workload for either the OSC as a whole or specific Task and Finish Groups 

established for the purpose: 

1. Executive Scrutiny 

2. Partnership Scrutiny 

3. Performance/Contract Monitoring 

4. External Agency Scrutiny 

5. Policy Scrutiny 

 

Following on from this, there were a number of standard recurring items:   

• The Executive Report – Executive members were invited to attend OSC on a 

rota basis and give a brief account of their portfolio activities as well as a heads 

up on the relevant issues on the horizon. 

• Updates from Breckland District Council’s representatives on the Norfolk 

County Health Scrutiny committee. 

• Contract Monitoring – Covering the outsourced delivery of council services, 

such as Planning & Building Control (Capita Symonds)  

• Updates from Task & Finish Groups. 

 

There are also regular standing items on every OSC agenda: 

1. Call Ins  

2. Referrals under the Councillor Call for Action (CCfA) mechanism. 

 

With a multi-million pound budget, 200 staff and covering a population in excess of 

130,000 and covering some 500 square miles of predominantly rural area, the 

Council makes many decisions that affect residents throughout the year. Scrutiny 

provides a prime opportunity to hold decision-makers to account and the past year 

has witnessed those decision-makers – Breckland’s Executive Members – regularly 

appearing at the OSC to answer questions about their decisions and activities and 

generally to be held to account.  
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The Commission and Group Memberships, Scrutiny structures and work undertaken 

at Breckland in 2011/12 are outlined in the following sections of this report. 

 
 
Task & Finish Groups 

 
Firstly a definition as to what a “task and finish” group does. This is a dedicated piece 

of work, a task or a project, within a defined terms of reference to be undertaken over 

an agreed timescale.  

The object is to fully consider the issue under discussion and to produce a report 

identifying recommendations for improvement. The usual reporting route is from the 

T&F Group to the Overview and Scrutiny Commission and then on to either Cabinet 

or Council for endorsement. 

 

This section of the report details the work of these groups and the outcomes arising 

during 2011/12. 

 

Housing 

A Task and Finish Group was set up to provide a steer and input into three strategies 

within Housing - Tenancy Strategy; Homelessness Strategy and the Allocations 

Policy.  The Housing Associations were also included in the meetings so the Group 

could understand the full requirements needed in Breckland. 

There was some good debate on these topics, and final reports were taken to 

Overview and Scrutiny, and then forwarded to Cabinet. 

 

 

Bunker and Business Continuity  

A small Task and Finish Group was set up to look at the use and function of the 

Bunker located at the old Guildhall site, Dereham. 

It had been used for storage and was questioned if it could be used as an 

Emergency response centre for business continuity. 

There was a concern about the safety of the Bunker which Asset Management 

carried out maintenance checks to update to a satisfactory standard. 

The Group then looked at the business continuity of the Council, and worked with the 

Emergency Planning Officer to ensure the Plans were updated. 
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Joint Scrutiny 
 
Shared Management 

Breckland and South Holland District Council joined together to form a ‘Shared 

Management’ structure and the Commission were continually updated with the 

progress of the project. 

This will be a continual item on the agenda during the coming year should the 

Councils consider a third party to join the shared management arrangements. 

 
Norfolk Scrutiny Network 

 
The Norfolk Scrutiny Network (NSN) comprises of lead scrutiny officers from all first 

and second tier Norfolk councils. The Network meets quarterly to exchange 

information about their respective scrutiny activities and to share their respective 

work programmes in order to highlight current projects and reviews being 

undertaken. This free flow of information also presents opportunities for future joint 

working, to help prevent duplication and potentially facilitate joint working. 

 

 
The Profile of Scrutiny   
 
The opportunity for members of the public – Breckland’s residents – to get involved 

and suggest suitable issues for review by Scrutiny has always been championed at 

Breckland.  

 

 
Future Scrutiny 
 
The Overview & Scrutiny Commission will continue to welcome Executive Members 

on a rota basis to report on developments and issues within their respective portfolios 

in the coming year and thus provide an essential accountability mechanism. Similarly 

the Commission had also taken an interest – and will continue to do so in the coming 

year – of various partnerships with which Breckland works and interacts.  

 

Likewise there will be a switch of emphasis to consider decision implementation 

through tracking systems which will identify decisions taken but not yet implemented 

and will allow members to question senior officers and portfolio holders accordingly.  

 

Another continued feature will be a quarterly assessment of internal performance 

which again will allow identification and subsequent scrutiny of perceived areas of 

service delivery that are deemed to be falling short.   
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Throughout the coming year, the Commission will monitor Contracts and 

Procurement as the Council moves to different ways of working, including: 

§ Capita Contract 

§ Serco Contract 

§ Neighbourhood planning 

§ Localism Act and the impact on Standards 

§ Training Trading platform. 

 

Have your say 

 
Members of the public are able to attend any of the Overview and Scrutiny 

Committee meetings.  Although the public have no right to speak at the meeting, they 

may be invited to do so by the Chairman.  Members of the public can also make their 

views known to their local District Councillor or any member of the Overview and 

Scrutiny Commission. 

 

Members of the public may write to the Head of Democratic Services to request a 

relevant subject or issue be investigated by the Overview and Scrutiny Commission. 

 
Contacts 
 
If you are interested in finding out more about Overview and Scrutiny at Breckland, 

have a query, or would like to suggest a community topic, please contact the Scrutiny 

Officer who will be pleased to assist further. 

 

Phone: 01362 656295 

E-mail: scrutiny@breckland.gov.uk  

Web: www.breckland.gov.uk/scrutiny  

 

Published: September 2012 


