
BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 
Report of the Executive Member (Cabinet) 
EXECUTIVE BOARD – 7 April 2008 
OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMISSION – 17 April 2008 
CABINET- 29 April 2008 
 
REVIEW OF POLITICAL MANAGEMENT ARRANGEMENTS  
 

1. Purpose of Report 

1.1     This report responds to the recent Peer Review and the Local Government and Public     
Involvement in Health Act 2007 by making proposals to streamline Executive decision 
making, develop the role of Overview and Scrutiny and empower Members to act as 
community champions.   

  

 

2. Recommendations 
2.1 That the Overview and Scrutiny Commission recommend to Cabinet that the following 

changes be made to the Political Management Arrangements at Breckland Council: 
 
2.2  Overview and Scrutiny Function 
 

a) That the Council adopts the proposals set out in paragraphs 3.2.11 to 
3.2.19 inclusive and instructs the Member Development Team Leader to 
develop an action plan by 29 May 2008 together with a timed programme 
of its delivery.    

 
b) That Cabinet be requested to allocate the sum of £10,000 per annum to 

provide funding to support major Scrutiny reviews and assist research by 
the University of East Anglia (Proforma B attached).  

 
2.3    Speed Up the Decision Making Process 

 
a) That the proposed new report clearance process, as shown in Appendix 1, 

be introduced with immediate effect. 
 
2.4    Development Of Councillors As Community Leaders 
 

a) That ward profiles and plans are developed to describe the character of 
each ward (or cluster of wards), in consultation with relevant Members, 
detailed in 3.2.21 (b) of the report.   

 

 
Note:  In preparing this report, due regard has been had to equality of opportunity, 
human rights, prevention of crime and disorder, environmental and risk management 
considerations as appropriate.  Relevant officers have been consulted in relation to any 
legal, financial or human resources implications and comments received are reflected in 
the report. 
 

3. Information, Issues and Options 

3.1 Background 

3.1.1 The Peer Review Team recommended that the Council should:- 
  

• Speed up decision making whilst maintaining public accountability 

• Review the effectiveness of the overview and scrutiny  

• Establish an Audit Committee. 



 
3.1.2    The need to review overview and scrutiny is reinforced by the enactment of the 2007 

Act, which extends the scope and powers of this activity in several important 
respects. For example, in the future:- 

 

• Our Constitution must allow any member to refer any “local government 
 matter”, or an issue concerned with local crime and disorder, to a scrutiny 
 committee, which must either consider it or give reasons for declining to do 
 so.  

 

• The Council or the Executive may be required by a scrutiny committee to 
 publish what action it proposes to take in response to any report or 
 recommendations the committee produces. 

 

•  Certain partners may be compelled to have regard to a report or 
 recommendations of a scrutiny committee (and failure to do so would, in 
 principle, be susceptible to legal challenge).    

 
3.1.3  Against this background, the procedure adopted for the review involved detailed 

discussions with several committee chairmen, vice chairmen and other elected 
members and a range of officers to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the 
Council’s existing arrangements and the issues that arise in responding to them and 
to changes in the law. Officers then explored options for change with a view to 
developing innovative solutions most suited to local circumstances based, wherever 
possible, on best practice elsewhere. 

 

3.2 Issues 

3.2.1 Speeding Up Decision Making 
 

3.2.2  The Peer Review recommended that the Council should try to shorten the process by 
which decisions are consulted upon, “cleared for entry” into the formal decision 
making process and made. 

 
3.2.3  The existing decision making process is illustrated on the right hand side of Appendix 1 

(‘As is’ process). This results in reports for Cabinet and Council taking 4 weeks to 
clear for decision making and a committee cycle of 6 weeks. This makes decision 
making inflexible and ponderous without adding any intrinsic value to the process: 
most reports are not sensitive nor subject to change as they proceed through 
clearance, so what is required is a shorter and more flexible process that nonetheless 
admits the screening of more sensitive matters by Portfolio Holders and Chief Officers 
where this is appropriate and the routine screening of all reports to achieve quality 
assurance. It is therefore proposed to adopt the ‘To Be’ process illustrated on the left 
hand side of Appendix 1 for all reports save those designated as “complex or 
sensitive” by a member of the Corporate Management Team or the Leader or relevant 
Portfolio Holder. Essentially, the process would involve the relevant Director and 
Portfolio Holder approving a report for inclusion on the Cabinet agenda without 
reference to the Corporate Management Team, Scrutiny or the Executive Board. 
Screening of reports in this way could be done each week at a Portfolio Holder’s 
meeting and would reduce the time taken to determine a straightforward report from 
22 days to as few as 11 days, reducing bureaucracy and increase flexibility. It could 
also provide an effective mechanism for streamlining executive decision making if a 
practice were to develop that straightforward decisions contained in such reports could 
be determined by Portfolio Holders in consultation with the Leader, leaving Cabinet 
free to focus on major issues.  

 
3.2.4  Reports that are considered to be potentially complex or sensitive by a Director would 

follow the more formal process set out in ‘As Is’ process displayed on the right hand 
side of Appendix 1. Any such report would be circulated to colleagues in Corporate 
Management Team for comment and then forwarded to the relevant Portfolio Holder 



and the Leader for consideration with either having the option to refer the matter to the 
Executive Board in default of which it would proceed directly to Cabinet, or, if 
appropriate, an individual Portfolio Holder for decision.  

 
3.2.5  The Effectiveness of Overview and Scrutiny 
 
(a)     Strengths and weaknesses of Overview and Scrutiny 
 
3.2.6  The Council’s overview and scrutiny function has several strengths. The pre-scrutiny of 

matters that are to be reported to the Cabinet enhances the role of non-executive 
members by enabling them to comment constructively on and shape decisions on 
important and controversial matters. The scrutiny panel responsible for advancing the 
Local Development Framework has played a significant role in developing key policies 
and proposals, the majority of which have been accepted by the Cabinet. The Scrutiny 
Commission has also undertaken a number of carefully researched and well received 
analyses of important issues, a good example of which is the recent review of the 
arrangements that were adopted for the conduct of local elections in May 2007.  

 
3.2.7  There are, however, a number of opportunities for the development of this key 

function. First, there is little evidence that pre-scrutiny results in the tracking the 
priorities set out in the Council’s business plan and the Annual Delivery Plan and 
holding the Cabinet to account for their delivery. Instead pre-scrutiny tends to review a 
wide range of matters, which results in a loss of focus on the main business of the 
authority. This problem is exacerbated by relatively lengthy agendas coupled with 
relatively lengthy and infrequent meetings of panels and the Commission, which often 
limits the rigour with which decisions may be examined. 

 
3.2.8   Another noticeable feature of overview and scrutiny in Breckland is that it appears to 

stimulate very little interest from either the press or the public.  This is not to suggest 
that it does not grapple with important or controversial issues. It tends, however, to 
follow the Cabinet’s agenda, and whilst this is to some extent both inevitable and 
desirable a number of those interviewed indicated a desire to broaden the range of 
scrutiny activity. The limited range and depth of scrutiny’s work is primarily explained 
by a lack of resources to explore and report on topics of interest. Lack of resources 
may also explain the limited experimentation with more engaging scrutiny formats. For 
example, little use has been made of select committees. Nor has scrutiny become 
involved in the resolution of contentious local issues as a forerunner to the Community 
Call For Action. This has been particularly effective as a means of raising the profile of 
scrutiny where it has been trialled and in practice generally involves responding to 
public concern about an issue by holding a well publicised event in the locality that the 
problem has occurred. This is attended by scrutiny members, who sit as a formal 
committee, together with the relevant Portfolio Holders and partner agencies, and 
follows a procedure that allows members of the public to voice and evidence their 
concerns and learn what the Council proposes to do to resolve them “on the night”. 

 
3.2.9  Some other important powers that are available to scrutiny also appear to be under-

utilised. Call-ins are rare, although this may be explained by the use of political group 
meetings to establish broad based support for particular initiatives and the effective 
use of pre-scrutiny. Nonetheless, more use might be made of the power to call 
executive members and officers for formal questioning. Moreover, in view of the 
importance of partnerships in the delivery of a number of priority outcomes scrutiny 
could be expected to allocate more time to the examination of their activities and 
performance and use its powers to require partners to attend for questioning.  

 
3.2.10 More generally, there is, perhaps, a lack of knowledge and understanding of the 

importance of scrutiny, especially from the perspective of inspectors. This is reflected 
by the fact that until recently no Chief Officer attended the Scrutiny Commission on a 
regular basis and in general relatively few officers have a direct involvement in its 
activities.  

 



(b)  Proposals for the development of overview and scrutiny 
 
3.2.11 The review of best practice and feedback from elected members and officers 

indicates that the structure of overview and scrutiny does not limit its performance. 
Instead improvement is most likely to be achieved by adopting more effective 
practices and processes. There are 5 key proposals:- 

 
a) Pre-scrutiny should focus on picking up and then tracking systematically and 

regularly the progress of priority outcomes identified in the Business Plan and 
 the Annual Delivery Plan. 

 
b) Overview and scrutiny should develop a particular focus on issues that matter 

 to local people and adopt procedures and practices that promote strong 
 public interest and involvement in the scrutiny process.  

 
c) A further focus for scrutiny activity should be to hold statutory partnerships to 

 account for the delivery of outcomes specified in partnership strategies and 
 delivery plans, especially where these are closely linked to the authority’s own 
 priorities. 

 
d) Scrutiny should be given increased responsibility for the development of 

 major policies, in consultation with the Cabinet. 
 

e) There should be a significant increase in the level and range of resources 
 provided to overview and scrutiny to support the more sophisticated and 
 intensive workload that is canvassed.   

 
(c)  Pre-scrutiny and holding the Executive to account 
 
3.2.12 The proposal to limit pre-scrutiny to reports that relate directly to the Cabinet’s 

priorities is intended to reduce the extent to which the Scrutiny Commission’s 
consideration of high profile, strategic issues is crowded out by the need to consider 
less significant items that will form a part of the Cabinet’s agenda. Coupled with the 
extra officer support for scrutiny and a dedicated budget to commission in-depth 
research.  This should help to ensure the Commission is able to provide the Cabinet 
with well evidenced and persuasive observations on key issues. 

 
3.2.13 In addition, now that the Council maintains a more complete and better structured 

Forward Plan based on the ADP it ought to be possible for the Scrutiny Commission 
to track key decisions and actions to check that they come forward when they should 
do and confirm they actually achieve the outcomes that were intended, with a view to 
inviting Portfolio Holders and Chief Officers to report on the progress of priorities at 
the appropriate time. This should enable the Commission to maintain a more 
sustained and constructive scrutiny of corporate priorities, as well as holding the 
Cabinet and officers to account for their delivery, is one of the primary objectives of 
the Local Government Act 2000, and is thus a focus of Inspectors when reviewing the 
Council’s governance arrangements and the effectiveness of scrutiny in particular. 
The tracking of priorities should also diminish the weight that is given to any criticism 
of the relatively small number of “call-ins” that are made at Breckland since the object 
of call-in is to secure rigor in the way important decisions are made 

 
(d)  Focusing on issues that matter to local people 
  
3.2.14 The Community Call for Action is intended to ensure Scrutiny is more focused on 

what matters to local people. Secondary legislation is required to bring these 
provisions of the 2007 Act into effect. In the interim it is proposed to introduce this 
process in accordance with best practice derived from pilot schemes in other parts of 
England.  

 
 



3.2.15  Specifically it is proposed that every quarter the Commission should identify issues of 
substantial concern to the public on a geographical basis. Meetings would then be 
held into selected issues in the affected area to listen to and respond to the matters 
raised.  The relevant Portfolio Holders, senior officers and partners would be asked to 
attend so that wherever possible those present indicate the kind of action the Council 
and others propose to take. The subject matter for each meeting could be identified in 
a variety of ways. Ideally, members of the public would feed issues to the 
Commission through their ward member or directly to the Commission. Commission 
members could also raise matters on their own volition.  Done well, this initiative 
ought to significantly raise the profile of Scrutiny within the Council and with the 
public, and make a significant contribution to improving service delivery by the 
authority and its partners. Success will, however, depend upon resources being 
available to support this new activity, both in terms of supporting the meetings 
themselves and in equipping members with the skills needed for this kind of event.   

 
(e)  Scrutiny of partnerships 
 
3.2.16 The introduction of Comprehensive Area Assessment in April 2009 will increase the 

weight that is attached by Government and inspectors to achieving outcomes set out 
in both the County wide and Breckland’s Sustainable Community Strategies, other 
key partnerships (such as the Crime & Disorder Reduction Partnership) and the Local 
Area Agreement. The health and performance of partnerships will therefore 
significantly affect the Council’s ability to access funding to support its priorities and 
the achievement of key outcomes.  At present there is relatively little oversight of 
partnership activity and in view of their strategic importance it is therefore 
recommended that Overview and Scrutiny should hold them to account by 
implementing a programme of annual partnership performance reviews, 
supplemented, where appropriate, by more frequent scrutiny of initiatives that carry 
particularly high risks, have a high value or a substantial impact on the delivery of 
specific Council priorities. 

 
(f)  Policy development 
 
3.2.17 The success of Overview and Scrutiny’s contribution to the formulation of the Local 

Development Framework was attributed by those who were interviewed to the 
substantial and thus unusual level of support that was provided by officers, the 
Cabinet’s willingness to work closely with Scrutiny and have close regard to its 
recommendations and the high profile and perceived worth of this piece of this 
exercise. Drawing on this experience it is therefore recommended that Scrutiny 
Panels should be given responsibility for specific Business Plan priorities or particular 
policy areas embraced by them.  In addition, the positive lessons learnt from Scrutiny 
review should be captured to be used again for future Policy review where 
appropriate.  

 
(g)  Support for Overview and Scrutiny 
 
3.2.18 There was a general consensus that the existing level of support for Overview and 

Scrutiny, comprising of a single officer, is not adequate to support the need for 
rigorous and in-depth research. It is therefore proposed that the review of the Cabinet 
Office should make provision for the establishment of a dedicated team of 3 officers to 
support Scrutiny, by utilising the existing staffing resources more efficiently as part of 
the Cabinet restructure. In addition, it is proposed that a further £10,000 of savings 
should be earmarked to fund a call-off contract for consultancy services with the 
University of East Anglia. (Proforma B attached at Appendix 2).  This would provide 
access to undergraduate and post graduate students at very competitive daily rates, 
which will provide the flexibility and capacity to tackle specialist and complex research 
quickly and to a high standard.  

 
3.2.19 Finally, it is proposed that the Deputy Chief Executive should adopt the role of 

“Scrutiny Champion” and be charged with raising the awareness of officers generally 



about the role of Overview and Scrutiny and the need to attach the same level of 
importance to its work as that done for the Executive. Indeed, Overview and Scrutiny  

 
 will often act as the agent of the Executive in the development of policy (in 
consultation with the Cabinet) and the performance management of partnerships.  

 
3.2.20 Development of Councillors as Community Leaders 
 
3.2.21 There are 2 proposals to help Councillors develop their role as community leaders. 
 

a) First, it is proposed to develop a form of area based working under which non-
executive as well as Executive members could exercise decision making 
powers in relation to Council functions and influence those of partner 
organisations. 

 
b) Second, it is proposed to develop ward profiles and plans that describe the 

character of each ward (or a cluster of wards), ward based issues and the way 
in which the local member(s) anticipates the Council will address those issues 
during their term in office. The profiles and plans would be prepared by 
Democratic Services staff using a model piloted by Trafford MBC in 
consultation with the relevant members, and it is possible that a small budget 
could be delegated to individual or clusters of wards to tackle local issues. 

 

3.3 Options 

3.3.1 To implement the suggested improvements, as detailed in the recommendations. 
 

3.3.2 To not implement the suggested improvements, or only implement them in part. 

3.4 Reasons for Recommendation(s) 

3.4.1 The Peer Review Report identified a number of areas where the Political Management 
Arrangements can be improved at Breckland.  By implementing the recommendations, 
Breckland Council will be able to enhance Local Democracy, make the decision 
making process quicker whilst retaining Public Accountability and also improve the 
Overview and Scrutiny function. 

 
3.4.2 Failure to implement the recommendations will delay the improvement of Political 

Management Arrangements at Breckland Council. 
 

4. Risk and Financial Implications 

4.1 Risk  

4.1.1 OPTION 2 - I have completed a risk assessment in accordance with the Council’s Risk 
Management methodology and the following risks and mitigating factors have been 
identified: 

4.1.2           (1) Unless we address the functionality of Scrutiny, the Council risk the      
possibility of gaining a poor CAA rating.  

4.1.3        (2)  Failure to implement the recommendations will delay the improvements of 
Political Management Arrangements at Breckland Council. 

4.1.4        (3)  There is a lack of buy in from Members, Officers and the Public. 
 

4.1.5           (4)  Public disappointment following meetings.   

4.1.6.   Further explanation of the above risks is shown in Appendix 3.   



4.2 Financial  

4.2.1 Proforma B attached. (Appendix 2) 

5. Legal Implications 

5.1 The legal implications of the review of political management arrangements have been 
fully addressed as part of the review process.  

6. Other Implications    

a) Equalities: None 

b) Section 17, Crime & Disorder Act 1998: None 

c) Section 40, Natural Environment & Rural Communities Act 2006: None 

d) Human Resources: None 

e) Human Rights:  Re-allocation of staffing to support Scrutiny as part of Cabinet 
restructure, within existing resources.   

f) Other:  None 

7. Alignment to Council Priorities 

7.1 The matter raised in this report falls within the following Council priorities: 

  (a) A safe and healthy environment 

  (b) A well planned place to live and work which encourages vibrant  
      communities 

  (c) A prosperous place to live and work  

8. Ward/Community Affected 

8.1 All Breckland Ward and Parishes  
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