
BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 
Report of the Deputy Chief Executive 
 
OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY COMMISSION – 8 JANUARY 2009 
(Author: Mark Broughton, Member Development & Scrutiny Officer) 
 
REVISED SCRUTINY ARRANGEMENTS & WAYS OF WORKING 
 

1. Purpose of Report 
 
The report details new scrutiny arrangements and practical ways of working in the light of the 
recent review of the overview and scrutiny function and a scrutiny workshop on 2 December 
2008 and reflects informed non-executive member led scrutiny. 

 
 

2. Recommendations 
 
It is recommended that members 
 
2.1 Endorse the new approach incorporating the proposed work programme for the OSC 
2.2 Agree the initial scrutiny reviews for the new Task and Finish Groups 
2.3 Accept new protocols to govern and inform the function and process of scrutiny at 
Breckland Council and recommend these for the Council’s adoption 
2.4 Endorse in principle a joint approach to scrutiny of the Crime and Disorder Reduction 
Partnership 

 
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 
 
Background 
 
3.1 The overview and scrutiny (O&S) function in English local government was introduced by 
the Local Government Act 2000. It is the flip side of the “Executive system” which Breckland 
realised in the Leader and Cabinet model of governance adopted in 2000. 
 
3.2 Over the last eight years the Council has kept the scrutiny function under review and has 
sought to improve the effectiveness of its O&S function by adopting different structures and 
approaches. This has culminated in the last review of the function as incorporated into an 
amended Council constitution which was agreed by Full Council on 6 November 2008 
(Minute 112/08 refers). 
 
3.3 The latest structural review has seen the retention of the overarching Overview & 
Scrutiny Commission but the former three generalist policy development and review panels 
have been abolished in favour of new task and finish groups. It is intended that these will 
enable drilling down in-depth into issues utilising an evidence based approach to arrive at 
targeted recommendations for action and aimed at adding value. 
 
Issues 
 
3.4 The work programme of the Overview & Scrutiny Commission provides an opportunity 
for agenda setting by non executive members, and members need to consider what topics 
and issues they wish to examine in the next 18 months, to the end of the 2009/10 Council 
year. 
 



3.5 A scrutiny workshop was held at Watton on 2 December 2008, to which all non-executive 
members were invited, in order to consider and identify issues for the work programme 
which would be of sufficient public interest and impact and that would add value to the 
Council and to the District. This member-led event identified a number of prioritised themes, 
as detailed in Appendix 1. All these topic areas enjoy a generally high-level engagement and 
impact with the public. The added value lies in recognising evidence based approach to such 
topics to inform well researched and presented reports containing appropriate 
recommendations. It should also be noted that the Overview & Scrutiny function has a 
dedicated sum of £10,000 for research.   
 
3.6 As will be seen from Appendix 1, some specific task and finish projects are more 
potentially broader than others. However, the key is to set sufficiently tight terms of reference 
in order that more potentially wide-ranging topics (e.g. Rural Issues Agenda) are kept in 
check and manageable. Within the significant topic areas identified, it is possible to drill 
down into more specific pieces of work. This type of working should provide more intrinsic 
“job satisfaction” for Members, allowing sufficiently deep examination of topic areas, 
predicated on an evidence-based approach. 
 
3.7 Aside from the new task and finish groups, the Overview & Scrutiny Commission has an 
evolving role and needs to develop its work programme in a robust and effective way, 
recognising the core work of local authority overview and scrutiny. In order to do this, the 
draft new work programme (please see Appendix 2) for the period February 2009 to April 
2010 reflects a significant change of emphasis from that historically applied. 
 
3.8 The new work programme contains four distinctive strands that constitute best practice 
scrutiny. Firstly, there is an emphasis on partnership scrutiny, and the Council is duty bound 
to examine its partners with whom it provides service delivery. It is anticipated that each 
meeting of the OSC will include a period devoted to specific scrutiny of a council partner. 
Well in advance of the meeting to which representatives are invited, a standard “Partnership 
Questionnaire” will be sent to that organisation to seek information. The questionnaire is 
shown at Appendix 3. The responses will be publicly available to members of the 
Commission as a basis for asking detailed questions on the day, to ensure that scrutiny is 
effective and focussed. The second strand is holding decision makers to account. This is a 
key activity within the Scrutiny function and will involve Executive members being invited to 
attend the OSC on a rota basis in order to give a short explanation of the key ongoing issues 
and policies within their portfolios followed by a period of perhaps 15 minutes for questions 
by members of the OSC. It is important that the emphasis here should be on members 
taking the lead. Thirdly, performance of the authority needs to be regularly considered by the 
non-executive. In the past, attempts to monitor performance through the Commission have 
proved problematic and as a new approach it is suggested that the tracking of implemented 
decisions would allow members to ensure that effective action has taken place. A new 
mechanism will need to be set up to enable this to happen and this is presently being 
worked up. The fourth and final strand is contract monitoring. This is a continuation of the 
current practice as undertaken by the OSC and former Panels, and is directed towards 
effective service delivery such as the Environment & Security Services contract, the Choice 
Based lettings contract etc. Finally, although it is not a “strand” in its own right, there is an 
implied need to take account of the wider community and thus it is suggested that meetings 
of the OSC need to be taken out on the road in order to try to forge a connect between 
scrutiny and the wider community. 
 
3.9 In addition to these major strands there is, of course, need to build capacity and flexibility 
into the work programme for the following:  
 

• Stand-alone (minor) reviews the Commission may wish to undertake by itself 

• Final reports from the various task and finish groups 

• Annual commitments e.g. annual reports on Overview & Scrutiny, RIPA Powers, 
Customer Complaints etc 

• Items for “pre scrutiny” which typically should be restricted to “key” decisions only on 
the corporate forward plan 



• Standing items such as Call-ins, any items arising under the Community Call for 
Action (once the mechanism has been adopted), the Corporate Forward Plan and the 
OSC Work Programme for forward planning purposes  

 
3.10 Members’ attention is drawn to the Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships 
(CDRP). The Police & Justice Act 2006 established a statutory function for local authority 
scrutiny in terms of CDRPs. For Breckland this represents a good opportunity for joint 
scrutiny as the boundaries of the Breckland and West Norfolk CDRP are contiguous with 
those of both Breckland Council and King’s Lynn & West Norfolk BC. Alone in Norfolk, only 
Norwich City Council have commenced scrutiny of their CDRP, though that is in the very 
concentrated boundaries of the city rather than a large predominantly rural area as covered 
by Breckland and King’s Lynn & West Norfolk. Members are asked to give consideration in 
principle to an approach to be made to Kings Lynn & West Norfolk BC with a view to 
agreeing a joint approach to scrutiny of the CDRP. 
 
3.11 The adoption of a new focus to the scrutiny function, moving forward, will impact on the 
recognition of new roles and responsibilities for non-executive members, executive 
members, officers, “expert witnesses” and co-optees. To ensure that all participants are 
clear as to their role it is helpful to set out two new protocols in order to inform the scrutiny 
function. Attached at Appendix 4 is a revised protocol covering “The Working Style of the 
Overview & Scrutiny Commission and other Scrutiny Bodies” to replace the existing protocol 
adopted by the Scrutiny Committee in 2004.  
 
3.12 A protocol has been formulated to govern the task and finish group process. This is 
shown at Appendix 5. 
 
3.13 Recognising the importance of encouraging witnesses to attend scrutiny meetings, a 
Scrutiny Witness Charter has been developed. This is detailed in Appendix 6. 
 
Options 
 
3. 14.1 To accept the report and recommendations 
 
3.14.2 To not accept the report and recommendations 
 
Reasons for Recommendations 
 
3.15 The recommendations recognise clear cultural change in the operation of the overview 
and scrutiny function and reflect good practice in scrutiny delivery. 
 
4. Risk and Financial Implications 
 
4.1 If the recommendations in this report are not accepted, there is a risk that future external 
assessment (e.g. by the Audit Commission) will classify scrutiny as weak. 
 
4.2 The report has no significant financial implications. 
 
5. Legal Implications  
 
5.1 None 
 
6. Other Implications 
 
6.1 Equalities: None 
 
6.2 S 17, Crime and Disorder Act 1998: N/A 
 
6.3 S 40, Natural Environment & Rural Communities Act 2006: N/A 
 
6.4 Human Resources: N/A 



 
6.5 Human Rights: N/A 
 
6.6 Other: N/A 
 
7. Alignment to Council Priorities 
 
7.1 Building Safer and stronger communities 
 
7.2 Your Council, Your Services 
 
7.3 Entrepreneurial Council 
 
8. Ward/Community Affected 
 
8.1 All  
 
Lead Contact Officer: 
 
Tim Leader – Deputy Chief Executive 
Mark Broughton – Member Development & Scrutiny Officer  
Email: mark.broughton@breckland.gov.uk  
 
Appendices to the Report: 
 
Appendix 1 – Topic Identification for Task and Finish Groups 2009/10 
Appendix 2 – Draft OSC Work Programme (February 2009 to April 2010) 
Appendix 3 – Partnership Questionnaire 
Appendix 4 – Scrutiny Working Style Protocol 
Appendix 5 – Scrutiny Task and Finish Group protocol 
Appendix 6 – Scrutiny Witness Charter 
 
 


