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Introduction and SUMMARY OF WORK DURING THE MUNICIPAL YEAR 2005/2006


Introduction
1.
The Performance and Audit Panel is a Standing Scrutiny Panel comprising of nine councillors and six non-voting advisory members co-opted primarily from the local business community.  There are six Labour, two Conservative and one Liberal Democrat councillors on the Panel and this ratio reflects Ealing Council’s political set-up.

2.
The Panel had seven meetings scheduled for the 2005/2006 municipal year and these were themed so that the Panel reviewed Audit and Performance Management topics at alternate meetings.

3.
In order to provide additional background information and develop the technical knowledge of the Panel Members on Audit issues, service officers held short briefings on relevant topics at the start of each Audit meeting.

4.
At its first meeting on 9 June 2005, the Performance and Audit Panel agreed its Terms of Reference and its Annual Work Programme for 2005/2006.


Terms of Reference
5.
The Performance and Audit Panel has been established to ensure that there is effective and timely scrutiny of Council policy, corporate priorities, performance management systems and procedures, budget and financial statements, the Audit and Investigation Unit and its activities and authority-wide performance.

6.
The Panel would also scrutinise at least two broad based themes that the Panel identified as important within the decisions made by the Executive over the previous two financial years.


Specific Powers
7.
The Performance and Audit Panel has the following specific powers and responsibilities:


-
to apply the standard terms of reference in relation to the management of the Council, performance monitoring of services and the effective use of key resources (people, money and fixed assets);

· to assist Officers, and in particular the Executive Directors, Directors and the Council’s Section 151 Officer, in fulfilling the Council’s responsibilities on finance and audit issues;


-
to interrogate the integrity of the Council’s financial statements;


-
to assist in achieving compliance with the Council’s legal and regulatory requirements;


-
to support and facilitate the External Auditors’ review of the Council’s accounts;


-
to support and review the performance of the Council’s Internal Audit function; and


-
to support and encourage compliance with best practice in the governance of the Council.

Reporting Procedures
8.
The Panel makes recommendations on proposals for development or implications for the Council’s budget and policy framework, directly or via the Overview and Scrutiny Committee, for consideration by the Cabinet (or Portfolio Holder) or Council as deemed appropriate by the Council’s Proper Officer.


Relationship to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee
9.
The Overview and Scrutiny Committee is the overarching scrutiny body which comprises of the Chairs of each scrutiny panel.  The Chair of the Performance and Audit Panel is the Vice-chair of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee.  The Committee takes an overview of all scrutiny activity and decides what topics are to the considered by the Ad Hoc Scrutiny Panels.  It also addresses those areas and issues that are not covered by the Standing Scrutiny Panels.

10.
The Panel has its annual work programme agreed by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee and the Chair of the Panel reports progress against this at the Committee meetings (including a year-end annual report).  The Panel will also make recommendations for future work programmes.  The Overview and Scrutiny Committee will do an overall annual scrutiny report to the Council.


Work Programme 2005/2006
11.
The Work Programme is a rolling and flexible programme of work that is proactively amended throughout the year to reflect important policies and priorities of the stakeholders.  Items identifying possible areas for scrutiny based on the five key principles of scrutiny adopted by the Council are included in the Work Programme.

12.
Table A below shows items reviewed at meetings by the Performance and Audit Panel during 2005/2006 and are listed under the key scrutiny principles.


Table A


Summary of Items Considered by the Performance and Audit Panel

	Type of Scrutiny


	Topic/Activity

	Holding the Executive to Account
	· Review of Executive Decisions – Proposals for Review Topics;

· Implementation of Controlled Parking Zones in the Borough;

· Council Car Parks – Pay on Exit Car Park Survey Review;

· Review of the Pre-paid Bag Commercial Waste Pilot Scheme - Further Update Reports from the Service Officers;

-
Review of the Executive Decision taken on Fairtrade.


	Policy Review/ Development
	· Strategic Risk Management;

· Strategic Risk Register;

· Statement of Internal Control;

-
Street Lighting PFI Contract - Management Procedures and Charging Policies.



	Performance Management
	· Bad Debts – Further Analysis;

· Annual Internal Audit Report 2004/2005;

· Risk Management Quarterly Reports 2005/2006

· Internal Audit Quarterly Reports 2005/2006;

· Internal Audit Annual Report – Key Financial Systems – Follow-up on Nil/Limited Assurance Reports 2004/2005;

· Performance Indicators – Quarterly Exceptions Reports 2005/2006;

· Planning Services – Performance on Processing Planning Applications and Implementation of Planning Best Value Improvement Plan;

· Social Services - Income Collection;

· Social Services Income Collection – Report Back on ICT Infrastructure;

· The Council’s Debtors – General and Housing Benefit Overpayments;

· Counter Fraud Quarterly Reports - 2005/2006;

· Best Value Performance Indicator BV2a - The Equality Standard for Local Government - Action Plan;

· Under performing Best Value Performance Indicator BV157 – Implementation of the Government’s E-government Agenda – Report Back;

· Joint Audit and Inspection Letter 2003/2004;
· Draft Ealing Council’s Best Value Performance Plan;

· Selection of Underachieving 2004/2005 Performance Indicators;

· Illegal Street Trading;

-
Joint Audit and Inspection Letter for 2005;

-
2006/2007 External Audit Plan;

-
Bad Debts - Recovery of Housing Benefit Overpayments;

-
Performance Management Review - Final Report;

-
Audit Commission’s Inspection Report for the Environmental Health Service - Service Action Plan;

-
Explanation from the ICT Service on the delay in the implementation of the RISK2003 software;

-
Report Back on Performance Indicators BV183a and BV183b – Bed and Breakfast and Time Spent in Temporary Hostel Accommodation;

-
Report Back on local Performance Indicator - Percentage of Complaints Dealt Within 10 Working Days.



	External Scrutiny

	The Panel has not reviewed any external organisations during the course of its work in the year.



	Additional Activities
	Training Sessions
-
Corporate Governance;

· IT Governance;

· Risk Management

Other

· Terms of Reference;

· Work Programme 2005/2006 – Updates;

· Appointment of Non-voting Advisory Members;

· Performance and Audit Panel - Draft Annual Report 2005/2006.




KEY ISSUES, Outcomes and Recommendations

13.
The key issues, outcomes and recommendations made for the main items considered by the Panel over the year are as follows:


HOLDING THE EXECUTIVE TO ACCOUNT
14.
The Panel agreed to review two broad based themes identified as important decisions made by the Executive over the previous two years.  The topics selected were the Implementation of Controlled Parking Zones and Fairtrade.  The Panel continued to review the Pre-paid Bag Commercial Waste Pilot Scheme and Council Car Parking Issues from the previous year.


Review of Pre-paid Bag Commercial Waste Pilot Scheme

15.
In 2004/2005 the Panel reviewed the pre-paid bag commercial waste pilot scheme implemented in Central Ealing from January 2003.  This review was continued in 2005/2006 due to the lack of progress in implementing the original Cabinet decision.  The service was required to provide additional information on how it planned to progress the scheme, monitor the contract, collection performance, review commercial waste recycling, long-term proposals to reduce the waste stream and the impact of the landfill permit scheme.

16.
The service provided limited data spanning two weeks on costs and tonnage of commercial waste handled but this was insufficient to provide a more informed assessment of the costs and viability of the current scheme.

17.
The Panel recommended that officers should consider the needs of service users as this could help to identify ways of improving effectiveness, efficiency and economy.  For example, one collection per day may be sufficient for most areas of the borough but where there was a night-time economy (such as Central Ealing) may require additional collections.

18.
The cumulative effect of the delays in developing performance measures and collecting the information to monitor them caused a serious delay to the ‘roll out’ of the pilot scheme to the rest of the borough. The Panel asked to contribute to the development of Best Value and Key Performance Indicators for waste management.

Interim Report to Cabinet on the Review of Pre-paid Bag Commercial Waste Pilot Scheme - 18 October 2005

19.
The Panel was sufficiently concerned to submit an interim report to Cabinet in October 2005 to highlight that the recommendation made by Cabinet in December 2003 to extend the pilot scheme borough wide had not been implemented.

20.
The report identified that anticipated financial and environmental benefits would not be realised unless the scheme was rolled out borough-wide.  The main reason for the failure was an absence of robust enforcement and disposal cost data.  There would be added value in further surveying the business community to seek their views on the implementation of the scheme and on commercial recycling within the Waste Strategy.

21.
The Panel considered that there was a lesson to be learned from the pilot exercise in that comprehensive and measurable targets should be set at the outset to ensure that reasoned conclusions and recommendations could be drawn on the merits of extending or continuing an initiative.
22.
Comprehensive financial data to support a detailed evaluation of the pilot scheme appeared to confirm the financial viability of the scheme. There had also been important benefits in terms of a significant reduction in flytipping in the central Ealing trial zone.

23.
There would be a need to consult further with existing users of the scheme and potential users elsewhere in the borough regarding both current operations and arrangements for the roll out of the scheme to other areas.  Waste collections were being monitored to identify enforcement issues associated with users placing waste out either in the wrong sacks or at the wrong times.  The implications of the Landfill Permit Trading Scheme (LATS for commercial waste) were still unclear but were likely to lead to significant increases in the cost of disposing of the biodegradable element within commercial waste placing an important responsibility on the Council to review the scope and viability of commercial/business waste recycling.

24.
The Panel agreed to recommend to the Cabinet that the pilot scheme be approved for roll out to other parts of the borough.

	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· contributed to the development of Best Value and Key Performance Indicators for waste management;

· reported to Cabinet updating it on the delay and on the proposals for the extension of the pre-paid bag commercial waste pilot scheme to other parts of the borough;

· expressed a number of concerns about the operation of the pilot scheme to the Cabinet Member for Streets and Environment;
· expressed concern on the slow progress in implementing the scheme, the problems of monitoring performance and the delays in collecting suitably robust financial data which would enable a considered assessment of the business case;
· observed that the cumulative effect of these delays and problems had been to seriously delay the ‘roll out’ of the pilot scheme to the rest of the borough;
· asked for the Cabinet Member for Streets and Environment to work closely with the relevant officers to expedite further progress on implementing this scheme;
· recommended that officers should consider the needs of service users as this could help to identify ways of improving effectiveness, efficiency and economy;
· highlighted that there was a lesson to be learned from the pilot exercise in that comprehensive and measurable targets should be set at the outset to ensure that reasoned conclusions and recommendations could be drawn on the merits of extending or continuing an initiative;

· considered that the revised, detailed financial figures and evaluation indicated that the proposed commercial waste collection scheme will at least break even thus confirming its financial viability;

· identified that the scheme would bring tangible benefits to users and environmental benefits to the borough as a whole through a reduction in flytipping;

· understood that the potential implications of the Landfill Allowance Trading Scheme (LATS) are likely to impact adversely on the provision of Council-managed commercial waste collection services in the absence of a move towards the development of commercial/business waste recycling; and

· requested officers to report back to the next meeting of the Performance and Audit Panel or its successor body in 2006/2007 on progress on the implementation of the rollout of the commercial waste collection pilot scheme and on progress on the development of commercial/business waste recycling.
The Panel Recommended that Cabinet:

· approves the extension of the commercial waste collection pilot scheme to borough-wide coverage from July/August 2006 with an emphasis and priority on the various town centres within the borough;

· requests the service officers to review the current arrangements for sack delivery, the frequency and timing of waste collections and methods of payment to better reflect the needs of service users; and

· invites the Performance and Audit Panel or its successor body to monitor on a regular basis the development of commercial/business waste recycling in the light of the financial implications of the new Landfill Allowance Trading Scheme penalties.



Council Car Parks and Parking Related Issues
25.
The Panel reviewed a number of issues on the operation of Council car parks, specifically the Springbridge Road car park, and recommended that officers should review payment options including the adoption of a pay-as-you-go system.  The Springbridge Road car park usage was inhibited by the early closure time of 10.00pm and fines imposed for collecting cars late or after closing time.  This discouraged evening use of the Springbridge Road car park to the detriment of the local night-time economy.

Council Car Parks – Pay on Exit Car Park Review
26.
The Panel considered a cost benefit analysis of the current pay and display arrangement compared with a pay on exit system at the Springbridge Road (Ealing) and Herbert Road (Southall) car parks made by the service.  There were clear benefits and disadvantages to both systems.  To improve service efficiency, the pay and display service had received an investment in change machines and additional pay and display machines at both multi-storey car parks.  A typical pay and display machine costs £2,400 compared with a pay on exit machine costing in excess of £25,000 which did not include barrier control costs.

27
The estimated costs of investing in a pay on exit system using a model of two stations and six barriers would be in excess of £90,000 per car park.  Maintenance and security costs would also increase, as would the need for additional staffing.  Officers recommended that the current pay and display system should be retained due to the costs involved and the limited customer service benefits.

	Outcomes/Recommendations
The Panel:

· requested that the Council undertook a detailed feasibility study of its car parks which included evaluating a “pay on exit” system for its multi-storey car parks;

· requested that the Council carry out consultation on its proposals for the Springbridge Road car park, including consultation undertaken with the Ealing Area Committee, prior to any report being submitted to the Cabinet.

· proposed that there be a high degree of Member involvement in the drafting of the parking enforcement contract; and

· recommended the setting up of an ad hoc Scrutiny Panel in 2006/2007 to consider off-street parking.


Implementation of Controlled Parking Zones in the Borough

28
The Panel reviewed the implementation of controlled parking zones (CPZs) by considering the various elements and timescales involved in the process - from the initial identification of boundaries for consultation through the design stage and detailed public consultation to implementation and review.  This included the dates of consideration and approval by Area Committees and Cabinet.

29.
Variations in the implementation timescales could be attributed to different factors including the timings of an Area Committee and of Cabinet meetings and variations in the consultation process.  Local disagreements or objections to specific aspects of the proposals could lead to significant delays in obtaining approval to proposed schemes.

30.
The Panel considered that it would be useful if officers made available their work plans for CPZ schemes in which key programming dates were set out and that this information should be included in future consultation documentation.

31.
The Council’s CPZ programme from conception to implementation would, following reorganisation, be managed within a single team of officers.  This should provide greater co-ordination and improvements in the consultation process.

32. Members were concerned that officers should consult and work closely with Area Committee Chairs and local Ward Councillors over CPZ proposals at all key stages, particularly in the case of Area Committee Chairs where there were significant delays in programming.  There was also a concern that the proposal to reduce further the number and frequency of Area Committee meetings could lead to yet longer delays in CPZ implementation unless amended procedures were developed to allow consultation with Area Committee Chairs and appropriate Ward Councillors outside of the Area Committee reporting process.

	Outcomes/Recommendations
The Panel:

· established that there were significant variations in timescales for the implementation of controlled parking zones and noted the reasons for such variation; and

· welcomed the pending organisational change which would bring all work relating to controlled parking zones and their implementation within one team under Highways Management.  This would help to rationalise and streamline existing procedures.
The Panel Recommended to the Cabinet:

· the implications which a further reduction in the number of Area Committee meetings to three per year will have for the programming of consultation on individual controlled parking zone schemes and the resulting need for a new mechanism which would facilitate consultation with Area Committee Chairs and appropriate Ward Councillors outside of the usual Area Committee reporting process; and

· requesting service officers to prepare project plans to manage, control and report on the implementation timetables for each new controlled parking zone and to inform Area Committee Chairs, appropriate Ward Councillors and local residents, as appropriate, of key programming dates as well as including such information for each CPZ scheme within the consultation documents and papers sent to community representatives.



Progress on the Executive Decision Taken in Respect of Fair Trade

33.
Fair trade is about better prices for products, decent working conditions, local sustainability, and fair terms of trade for farmers and workers in the developing world.  Fair trade guarantees producer organisations a fair and stable price for their products that covers their costs and enables them to support their families and invest in a better future.

34.
Cabinet, in July 2003, recommended that Ealing Council pass a resolution to become a Fairtrade Town.  This would contribute to the Fairtrade Foundation’s aim of tackling poverty by enabling disadvantaged producers from poor countries to receive a better deal, through encouraging support for the Fairtrade Mark by realising the five goals required by the Fairtrade Foundation.  It would also contribute to the Council’s commitment to promote sustainable development.

35.
Some important progress had been made in promoting the Council’s Fairtrade policy but more work was still required in this area.  The Council itself could ensure that the tea and coffee provided at meetings were Fairtrade products.  The Panel suggested that more could be done to promote the use of fair trade products in the local community.  The 2006 Annual Fairtrade Fortnight including a local Fairtrade Fayre was in progress at the time of the Panel review meeting.

36. The Panel was anxious to promote the Council’s contribution to the promotion of fair trade and accordingly decided that the cabinet needed to reaffirm its commitment to achieving Fairtrade Town status.

	Outcomes/Recommendations
The Panel recommended:

That the Cabinet reaffirms its earlier resolution on Fairtrade by:
· continuing to support the attainment of Fairtrade Town status;

· promoting the use of Fairtrade products in all Council catering contracts (including staff canteens and Council meetings);
· ensuring that Fairtrade is specifically identified in the Council’s Corporate Procurement Strategy;

· ensuring that enhanced significance is given to Fairtrade in the Food Matters – A Food Strategy when it is next reviewed;
· nominating a Council Member to liaise with and contribute to the work of the Fairtrade Group;
· ensuring continuity of Council Officer support to the work of the Fairtrade Group including:
(i) supporting the use of Fairtrade products in the borough and linking this with the promotion of local products and producers;

(ii) supporting and promoting Fairtrade Events in Ealing, for example, the Annual Fairtrade Fortnight; and

(iii) supporting educational and promotional campaigns to increase the understanding of Fairtrade within the local community.





POLICY REVIEW/DEVELOPMENT


Strategic Risk Management

37.
The preparation of both the strategic and operational risk registers demonstrated the Council’s high level of commitment to improving corporate governance throughout the authority.

38.
The latest strategic risk register set out the updated position of plans to cover the currently vacant Risk Co-ordination Manager position and on the work in progress with ICT to find a solution to the compatibility difficulties associated with the proposed risk management software.

39.
Following the identification of a number of weaknesses in risk management arrangements an action plan had been developed to address these issues and assist in achieving Level 4 in the Comprehensive Performance Assessment.  The key deliverables from the plan were a revised risk management policy and strategy, new risk management guidelines, a communication plan to enhance risk management awareness and provide appropriate training, new IT software to be implemented in October 2005 and the updating of operational risk registers.

40.
The implementation of the RISK2003 software was delayed because of incompatibility with the operating system hardware.  However, outstanding issues had now been resolved and it was anticipated that following further user tests the new system would be deployed during March 2006.  The Panel expressed concern at the delay and the failure to recognise at an earlier stage that the computer system hardware needed upgrading to accommodate the new software.  The Panel proposed that the broader issues of ICT procurement be considered as a possible topic for an ad hoc panel in 2006/2007.

	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· endorsed the revised risk management policy and strategy statements;

· noted the progress achieved to date on the implementation of improved risk management arrangements and procedures across the Council;
· recorded its concern at the delay in the implementation of the strategy arising from the failure to identify the need for an upgrade of the computer operating system to accommodate the new software;
· expressed concern at the delay and the failure to recognise at an earlier stage that the computer system hardware needed upgrading to accommodate the new software;
· requested officers to inform the Chair when the new risk management software was in place and fully operational; and
· proposed that ICT Procurement be considered as a scrutiny ad hoc panel topic in 2006/2007.



Counter Fraud Issues
41.
The Investigations Team had achieved a £50,000 subsidy from central government in recognition of its success in tackling Housing and Council Tax Benefit fraud.  A number of cases under investigation had been referred by employees reflecting the success of the Council’s whistle-blowing policy and counter fraud campaign.

42.
The Department for Work and Pensions was currently reviewing the way they funded local authorities for fraud and error activity, including the subsidy system which was likely to take effect from 1 April 2006.  The change could have significant financial implications for the Council in the subsidy it received to support its Housing Benefit and other fraud investigations.

43.
Officers were involved in a pilot project that would provide a shared service solution for fraud case management systems across a number of London boroughs to improve intelligence sharing and encourage further joint work.

44.
Measures were now in place to improve fraud awareness and to publicise the Council’s policy to both staff and the wider community.  Partnership working with ICT was underway to create an online facility for reporting fraud and whistle-blowing on the Council’s Intranet and Internet sites.

	Outcomes/Recommendations
The Panel learnt:

· of the potential risk to income streams with the imminent change in benefit subsidy regime by the Department for Work and Pensions;

· of the pilot project that would provide a shared service solution for fraud case management systems across a number of London boroughs to improve intelligence sharing;
· that there was improved fraud awareness;
· that work was also proceeding with ICT to create an online facility for reporting fraud and whistle-blowing on the Council’s Intranet and Internet sites and;
· that measures were being taken to publicise the Council’s policy on fraud to both staff and the wider community.


Street Lighting Private Finance Initiative Contract – Management and Maintenance Procedures

45.
The private finance initiative contract for the replacement and maintenance of the entire street lighting, illuminated sign and bollard stock for the borough which had been signed in the previous year included a fast-track renewal programme over the first five years whilst also providing continuing maintenance over the full twenty five year period of the contract.  Area Committees had been consulted on their priorities for new/replacement street lighting columns and priority work was now proceeding.

46.
The Panel had decided to review the operation of this contract because of some concerns over the costs involved.  However, it was now apparent that although there would be an additional cost to the Council this was more than compensated for by the substantial benefits resulting from the extensive scheme of works proposed under the contract.

	Outcomes/Recommendations
The Panel ascertained that:

· there was an approximate 10% increase in financial costs to the Council arising out of the new street lighting PFI contract; and
· the increase in cost was outweighed by the substantial benefits accruing from the major overhaul and refurbishment/replacement of the Council’s entire street lighting, illuminated sign and bollard stock, and by the attraction of some £25 million of central government monies.



PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT


Performance Indicators
47.
The Panel reviewed and examined the 2004/2005 Performance Indicators detailed in Ealing Council’s Performance Plan 2005/2006.  The evaluation sought to highlight significant areas of service deficiency where comparisons had been made of 2004/2005 performance indicators against:


-
2004/2005 targets where the target was not attained by a significant margin;


-
2004/2005 performance indicators against 2003/2004 performance where performance had significantly declined; and


-
2003/2004 performance indicators against 2003/2004 London’s top 25% of performers where performance was significantly below that level.

The following section provides a summary of the reports of performance indicators identified as meriting further consideration and review:

Performance Indicators BV109b and BV109c – Processing of Planning Applications:
48.
The Panel expressed concern at apparent delays in the processing of planning applications and the time taken to notify applicants of the outcome of their applications.  Following a poor first quarter, performance had improved significantly over the year although overall performance fell below both government and local target levels.  The time taken to process applications would depend on their complexity and on whether a Section 106 agreement was involved.  Nonetheless, the Panel considered that action was required to improve current performance and that the target for BV109b should be made more rigorous and challenging.

Performance Indicators BV082a, BV082b and BV091 – Recycling Facilities:

49.
There were some concerns at the failure to achieve a higher percentage of recycling of household waste.  This appeared to be linked to a shortfall in kerbside recycling facilities and in particular to a lack of facilities for residents of private flats. 


Performance Indicator BV2a – The Equality Standard for Local Government:

50.
Proposals to improve BV2a, the Equality Standard for Local Government, included an action plan setting out how the Council proposed to progress from its current position of level 1 to level 2 by the end of 2005 and level 3 by December 2006.

51.
Members expressed concern that Ealing, despite being such an ethnically and culturally diverse borough, had so far failed to achieve greater progress in performance against this important equality yardstick.  The Panel heard that the necessary resources had now been made available and proper project management principles were in place to ensure the necessary improvement in performance could be achieved.

52.
Whilst the Council’s current performance against this yardstick was comparable with that of other West London boroughs such as Hounslow and Hillingdon it failed to match that in other Councils such as Hammersmith and Fulham, Harrow and Slough.

Performance Indicator BV157 - Implementation of E-Government Agenda

53.
Performance on this was low but it appeared that this may be connected with transitional arrangements associated with the implementation of the Response Programme.

54.
The indicator measured the Council’s achievement in delivering the E-Government agenda for payments, regulation, bookings and applications.  However, BV157 was only one part of the E-Government agenda and the Council was also working to achieve a range of other targets called ‘priority service outcomes’ by March 2006.

55.
The overall performance had increased to 96% compared with 63% at Quarter 1 2005/ 2006.  This represented a step change in e-enablement in the areas concerned and action was proposed to ensure further improvements were achieved.  Significant improvement had been achieved in the area of payments with more payments being made over the telephone, by direct debit or online.

Performance Indicators BV183a - Bed and Breakfast Accommodation and BV183b - Temporary Hostel Accommodation:
56.
For performance indicators BV183a and BV183b the Panel identified that whilst the average time spent in temporary hostel accommodation had gone down the average time spent in temporary bed and breakfast accommodation continued to fluctuate at a high level with no significant improvement in prospect.

57.
The Council’s recent performance on this indicator was considerably below the Comprehensive Performance Assessment threshold.

58.
Part of the difficulty for the Council had arisen in the way this indicator was measured with its emphasis on past rather than current performance.  However, a recent re-definition of the indicator had benefited the Council. Whilst the actual number of families housed in temporary accommodation was very low measures were being taken to ensure the average length of stay in bed and breakfast or hostel accommodation was further reduced
Local Performance Indicator on Complaints Handling:

59.
This indicator measures the percentage of complaints dealt with within 10 working days.  There had been some improvement but performance remained significantly below target.  Officers were requested to report back on the new complaints system and the measures proposed to improve performance against this indicator.

60.
Problems were highlighted in three specific service areas, namely envirocrime prevention, housing services and parking services.

61.
The Panel emphasised the need for agreed protocols and timescales for the handling of complaints.  In the case of complaints being handled by elected Members this would include letting the Councillor concerned know which officer or officers a particular complaint had been assigned to.

62.
Procedures for dealing with Parking services complaints were being reviewed.  There were two staff specifically engaged to deal with complaints but the volume of correspondence was huge and the issues involved often complex and detailed.

63.
There were also issues and disagreement regarding the definition of a complaint and whether this would include ‘representations’ received in respect of parking notices issued.  Parking Services were currently working with other local authorities on establishing a code of practice for dealing with Penalty Charge Notices related issues.  The service currently applied a 28-day target for both statutory and non-statutory representations.  This compared with a 10 working days target for dealing with complaints.

64.
Officers would be reviewing the corporate complaints procedure and how complaints were defined.  This would include a review of the statutory requirements that applied in specific service areas such as Parking and Social Services.
	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· asked to receive report back on the following underperforming PIs:

-
BV109b and BV109c (Processing of Planning Applications);


-
BV082a, BV082b and BV091 (Recycling Facilities);


-
BV183a and BV183b (Bed and Breakfast and Temporary Hostel Accommodation); and


-
Local Indicator Complaints Handling;
· commended the improvements achieved in the Council’s performance on performance indicator BV157 and the further action proposed to ensure sustained progress in delivering the E-government Agenda;
· agreed on the performance indicator BV2a which measured the quality of an authority’s race equality scheme to monitor performance in future and requested a report in 2006/2007 on the implementation of the action plan to improve the Council’s performance;
· established that on performance indicators BV183a and BV183b which measured average time spent in temporary hostel accommodation the main reason for the Council’s apparently poor performance on this indicator was the historical nature of the indicator;

· agreed that significant improvements can be expected against the new indicator particularly given the further measures being taken to reduce reliance on temporary accommodation to meet the housing needs of homeless families;

· acknowledged that with the performance indicator which measured the percentage of complaints dealt with within 10 working, officers would review the corporate complaints procedure and the definition of complaints; and

· requested that elected Members should have an opportunity to contribute to the development of a code of practice for the handling of ‘complaints’ or ‘representations’ in respect of Parking Services.



Planning Services Best Value Improvement Plan
65.
After consideration of the Audit Commission’s Best Value Inspection Report on the Planning Service the Panel asked officers to provide information on progress and to refer concerns to Cabinet.

66.
Members approved the significant improvements that had been achieved in the processing of planning applications and meeting the related performance indicator targets.  Restructuring and changes at a senior management level had delayed the implementation of the agreed Service Improvement Plan.  As a result there were many areas and items within the plan where remedial action was still pending.  The plan had originated from the last Audit Commission Inspection and the Commission was likely to review progress in 2006.

67.
Officers were recommended to prepare a revised, abbreviated Service Improvement Plan focusing on key targets and service areas which would form a basis for further improvements in service delivery prior to the Audit Commission’s likely review and inspection in 2006.

	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel recommended that:

· Service Officers prepare a revised, abbreviated Service Improvement Plan focusing on key targets and service areas which would form a basis for further improvements in service delivery prior to the Audit Commission’s likely review and inspection in 2006; and
· the revised abbreviated Service Improvement Plan be presented to Cabinet for approval.


Audit Commission Inspection of the Environmental Health Service and Service Improvement Plan

68.
A service improvement plan has been drawn up to address the issues raised by the Audit Commission.  Members welcomed the proposals in the service improvement plan but considered that a number of the targets within it could be clearer, more specific and focusing on outcomes rather than mechanisms or methods.

	Outcomes/Recommendations
The Panel:

· welcomed the new service improvement plan for the Environmental Health and Trading Standards Services but requested officers to give further consideration to clarifying and strengthening the targets identified within it; and
· requested officers to submit regular progress update reports on the subsequent implementation of the improvement plan to this Panel or its successor body, as appropriate.


Joint Annual Audit and Inspection Letter 2003/2004

69.
The Panel reviewed the delayed 2003/2004 annual audit and inspection letter and the action being taken to implement the external auditor’s recommendations.  The Council’s rating had changed from being ‘fair’ to ‘weak’ reflecting the ‘zero’ star rating accorded to Social Services.  Progress had been made in a number of key service areas whilst others required strengthening and improvement.  Notwithstanding the important developments in human resource planning and partnership working; substantial investment in information and communications technology, the significant turnover of senior management staff represented a risk to maintaining service improvements and realising the vision of a customer-focused service.

70.
The Council’s financial position remained challenging.  The Response Programme promised a major refocusing of the Council’s services in the interests of customers and local stakeholders.  However, it remained crucial that the Council carefully managed the risks of this change process as part of its overall approach to securing the benefits it was intended to deliver.  Measures designed to address the recommendations of the external auditors included aligning financial reporting to service activity and performance to demonstrate the impact of resources on improving service outcomes, building up the Council’s financial reserves, ensuring that savings measures were monitored to secure programmed cost savings and taking action to ‘embed’ performance management across the organisation and using it to inform service delivery improvements.

71.
Particular concern was expressed at the low level of the Council’s financial balances.  Balances had been increased and would be further supplemented in line with the recommendations of the Audit Commission and the external auditors.  Many local authorities operated with relatively low reserves.

Joint Annual Audit and Inspection Letter 2004/2005
72.
The Audit Commission commended the improvements in key services including children’s social services, education, customer services and aspects of housing, developing financial and strategic planning and risk management.

73.
However improvements had not been consistently achieved across all services.  Key areas for action included project management of the Response Programme, measures to address the budget and pension fund liabilities gap, improving asset management, benchmarking of performance against neighbouring authorities and strengthening performance management in Environmental Health.

74.
The Council had been accorded an unqualified audit approval of its 2004/2005 financial accounts and the proposal to increase the level of the Council’s financial balances from the current level of approximately £10 million was welcomed.

75.
The Comprehensive Performance Assesses the Council’s arrangements for the use of resources in five areas, namely financial reporting, financial management, financial standing, internal control and value for money.  The council scored 2 out of 4 in each category from the auditors and action was taken to improve performance.

	Outcomes/Recommendations
The Panel:

· welcomed the improvements in the Council which have been recognised by the Audit Commission in the Annual Audit and Inspection Letter; and

· endorsed the management response to the Annual Audit and Inspection Letter.



Annual Internal Audit Report 2004/2005

76.
The Statement of Internal Control 2004/2005 submitted to Cabinet identified a number of internal control weaknesses in the key financial systems.  Internal Audit work undertaken in 2004/2005 had identified that a number of the Council’s key financial systems suffered some weaknesses in internal control.  In some cases previously identified weaknesses had not been rectified.  The weaknesses identified nine out of fifteen key financial system audits resulting in limited assurance opinion was a serious cause for concern.

Key Financial Systems – Follow-Up of Nil/Limited Assurance Reports for 2004/2005
77.
Management action was now in hand to address the outstanding issues and recommendations.  Measures had been taken to address internal control deficiencies associated with a number of the Council’s key financial systems.  Detailed action plans had been agreed with management to ensure further progress in the strengthening of internal controls across a number of key areas.

	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· expressed concern at the audit assurance qualification from the Head of Audit and Investigation, a qualification not received in the past, and requested a response from the Cabinet and/or relevant Portfolio Holder detailing the action taken to address Members’ concerns regarding weaknesses which had been identified in the Council’s financial systems; and

· requested a further update report on the management action taken to remedy identified internal control deficiencies.


Internal Audit - Quarterly Reports

78.
Work was continuing to promote the role of Audit in ensuring the proper, economic, efficient and effective use of resources.  A draft working protocol to govern the 2005/2006 managed audit arrangement in respect of key financial systems was currently under discussion with the Council’s external auditors, KPMG.  The aim of this was to increase the level of reliance which could be placed on the work of Internal Audit.

79.
It was proposed to submit to Cabinet in December 2005 a report on the re-tendering of the external audit work contract which would need to comply with the European Procurement procedures.

80.
Corporate Board approved the establishment of an Audit Board to be chaired by the Executive Director for Business Support which would meet five times a year with its first scheduled meeting on 28 November 2005.  The Chair asked to receive the minutes of the Board meetings.

81.
There was concern at the delays in implementing the audit work plan and at the large amount of work that remained outstanding in the current year’s programme.  It was agreed that in future the Panel should receive quarterly update reports setting out the latest audit work programme detailing progress and performance to date.

	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· approved the establishment of the Audit Board and requested that the minutes of its meetings be circulated to the Chair of this Panel.
· asked officers to submit quarterly update reports setting out the latest audit work programme detailing progress and performance to date.



Social Services – Income Collection
82.
A change in strategic direction was proposed which would focus resources on income collection in the current year with tight credit controls introduced to send clear messages to the community that non-payment would not be tolerated.  Following on from the Commission for Social Care Inspection (CSCI) report an improvement plan had been drawn up with key targets set for the next six months.

83.
The Panel was informed that alternative payment methods were considered but the existing ICT and supporting systems used did not allow payments by direct debit or credit card.  However, this situation would be addressed by the implementation of a standardised payments system across the Council with effect from April 2006.

84.
Further improvements in income maximisation and financial assessments had been achieved which would be reported in the CSCI report on the ‘Inspection of Social Care Services for Older People”.  Key improvements were an increased collection rate in respect of current monies owed and an increase in the collection level of arrears.  An aged debtor analysis was now in place and some £5 million of very old debt had been written off with greater emphasis being placed on the recovery of in-year and current debt.  The take-up of standing orders had increased to 42% thereby providing greater assurance of prompt payment.  Other service improvements included a move from manual to automatic reassessments of residential/nursing care users.

85.
A financial improvement plan had been developed to secure further financial improvements and a report setting out a detailed policy and procedural changes would be submitted to the Cabinet.  This would include charging policy, fees and charges, improved debt management arrangements and a move towards the centralisation of billing, collection and recovery processes.  Further financial integration with other service areas across the Council would follow as part of the ICT improvements to be secured under the Response Programme.

86.
The improvements in income collection in Social Services and reductions in debt levels, which was largely due to the monitoring and scrutiny role adopted by this Panel, showed the vital role that the scrutiny process plays in achieving significant improvement in performance in key areas central to the Council’s services and finances.

Social Services Income Collection – Report Back on ICT Infrastructure
87.
The Panel learnt that the current ICT system (Abacus) was capable of accepting payments by direct debit and the necessary ICT development was taking place so that the new payment arrangements would be in place from April 2006.  The Panel would be informed by e-mail once the system was implemented.

88.
Members were pleased to note that implementation of the new Agresso corporate accounting system during 2006 would allow direct debit payment facilities to be set up, another major initiative previously recommended by this Panel.  The new system would also facilitate a more accurate tracking and monitoring of debts and debtors.
	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· commended the significant improvements in income collection within the Social Services Department over the past 12-18 months;
· welcomed the continuing improvements within the Social Services Income Section including the benefits accruing as a result of the increased use of standing orders as previously recommended by this Panel;
· commended the proposal to establish a new direct debit payment facility for service users as part of the new Agresso corporate accounting system, another major development previously recommended by this Panel; and

· sought assurance and confirmation by email from officers once the new payments system was actually in place in the new financial year.



The Council’s Debtors and Bad Debts Written Off
89.
The Panel reviewed details of outstanding debts and the amounts written off for irrecoverable debts.  The main areas of debt were Council Tax arrears, Housing Benefit overpayments, unpaid Social Services charges and Housing Rental arrears.

90.
The Panel considered further information including an analysis of the composition of general debtors (approximately one quarter of total debt), comparative debt figures for previous years to highlight any trends in debt levels over time and an analysis of types of debt to help identify and differentiate that which was recoverable (e.g. where the debt was secured by a charge on property or where repayment was in process) and that which was less likely to be recovered.


The Council’s Debtors – General and Housing Benefit Overpayments
91.
The Panel reviewed information on the Council’s general debtors, debtors raised in respect of Housing Benefit overpayments, action being taken to reduce debt attributable to Housing Benefit overpayments and performance of the Council compared to other neighbouring London authorities.

92.
Much of the outstanding general debt related to very old, irrecoverable debt.  A facility was now available to collect general debt by direct debit.  The Panel expressed concern at the amount of more recent debt arising from Housing Benefit overpayments.  A Housing Benefit Overpayment Strategy was being developed and this would include having appropriate financial controls in place, setting targets for the recovery of debt and establishing improved standards for the verification of benefit claims.

93.
Collection and recovery of Housing Benefit overpayments posed particular problems as many of the people concerned had now moved away from the area or were on low incomes and once again in receipt of benefit.  In the latter circumstances, a contribution to accrued debt was made from current benefit payments in accordance with statutory provisions.  Despite periodic reminders a high proportion of the overpayments resulted from a failure of recipients to notify changes in their circumstances.

94.
The Panel sought further information on the Council’s strategy for improving the verification of Housing Benefit claims, procedures for the monitoring of benefit recipients’ changes of circumstances and the recovery of Housing Benefit overpayments.

95.
The Benefits Fraud Inspectorate was developing a new overpayment strategy, which was agreed by the Cabinet in January 2006, and making changes to the overpayment recovery process.  The aim had been to make current practices more rigorous and it was anticipated that the new improved procedures would lead to a significant increase in the amount of overpayments recovered by the end of the year.

96.
Work was also proceeding on reducing the number of overpayments created including developing a risk based review process.  Ealing was working with a number of other local authorities to sharing best practice and benchmark performance standards.

97.
The Panel reviewed copies of the letters, forms and other information provided to customers/benefit claimants and raised concerns about the format and phraseology of the documentation used.  The Panel recommended officers review the forms and letters with the objective of making them easier to understand and more user-friendly.

	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· requested a further report on the collection rates for general debtors with performance benchmarked against that of other local authorities;
· expressed concern at the growing size of the overall debt owed to the Council;

· asked for an analysis of outstanding general debtors;
· requested and received a further detailed report to the March 2006 meeting on Housing Benefit Overpayments/Debt Recovery;
· welcomed the improvements in Housing Benefit procedures and overpayment recovery levels and encouraged officers to seek further improvements in performance in this area; and
· requested officers to review the forms, standard letters and other documentation used in Housing Benefit administration with a view to making such documentation easier to understand and more user-friendly.



Performance Management Review
98.
The Panel considered the scope for a review of performance management arrangements which set out the broad business case, its objectives, scope, methodology and work programme.

99.
The review methodology involved self-assessment using benchmarks derived from the Audit Commission and the Improvement and Development Agency (IDEA) checklists.  This would be followed by a ‘gap’ analysis and a look at best practice in leading private and public sector organisations.

100.
The Panel considered the outcomes arising from the review in March 2006 and reviewed actions which had already been put in place within the Council and had impacted on performance management arrangements.  A draft improvement plan was also included which set out those areas needing further action to meet the objective of the review.  It was proposed to submit the improvement plan to the Cabinet for consideration at its meeting in March 2006.
	Outcomes/Recommendations

The Panel:

· endorsed the draft improvement plan for consideration by the Cabinet; and
· appreciated the actions already in place which were improving the Council’s performance management framework.


Street Trading Update
101.
This identified issues of concern, current and planned enforcement action, current licensing arrangements and borough-wide action to address street trading abuses.  In addition to action focused on Southall, Ealing, West Ealing and Greenford town centres activity had also been directed towards identified ‘hot spots’ where cars were offered for sale on the public highway.

102.
The Council was looking to develop existing partnership arrangements to increase joint working and co-operation between town centre rangers, street wardens, street trading officers and the police as part of an improved, integrated envirocrime enforcement strategy within the Envirocrime Prevention Service.  Key areas for the enforcement strategy would be likely to include flytipping (both commercial and household waste), flyposting, graffiti, nuisance vehicles and street trading.  These developments should assist in tackling specific problems in the Southall area.


ADDITIONAL ACTIVITIES


Training Sessions
103. Relevant officers conducted short training sessions for the Panel members at the start of the Audit meetings on related topics including:


-
Corporate Governance;


-
ICT Governance; and


-
Risk Management.


Key learning points
104. The Panel stressed the importance of officers providing sufficiently detailed and focused, high quality reports to assist Members in discharging their decision making or scrutiny functions.

105. The Panel identified that they had made a clear contribution to improving performance in a number of key areas, most notably with improvements in Social Services income collection and debt recovery.
106. However, there was now a common view amongst the Panel members that performance and audit issues would be more appropriately dealt with separately by different panels or committees.

attendance
107.
Table B below shows the attendance of Panel Members (including co-opted members) at the Performance and Audit Panel meetings.

Table B  -  Attendance at Panel Meetings
	Name
	Total Possible
	Actual Attendance
	Apologies Received

	Councillors

Cllr Anthony Young

Cllr Kieron Gavan

Cllr Yvonne Johnson

Cllr Mark Karasinski

Cllr Gary Malcolm

Cllr Andrew Mitchell

Cllr Shital Manro

Cllr Philip Portwood

Cllr Ian Potts

Cllr Peter Wicks
	7

7

7

7

6

1

7

6

7

7
	7

0

2

3

6

0

2

4

2

2
	-

1

5

3

-

1

5

2

5

5



	Co-optees
Steve Breen

Edmund A Brown

Patrick Kennedy

David Parkin

Chander Puri

David Turner


	5

5

7

5

7

7


	3

2

6

2

3

4


	2

3

1

3

3

3





Attendance of Portfolio Holders, Other Councillors and Substitutes
108.
Councillor Gary Malcolm replaced Councillor Andrew Mitchell on the Panel after the first meeting.

109.
The Portfolio Holder for Finance and Performance, Councillor Martin Beecroft, attended the June 2005 and July 2005 meetings.

110.
The Portfolio Holder for Streets and Environment, Councillor John Delaney, attended the September 2005 and March 2006 meetings.

111.
Councillors Laurence Evans, David Scott, Manjit Singh, John Popham, Bassam Mahfuz and Brian Castle substituted for some Panel members at various meetings during the year.


BACKGROUND PAPERS
112.
Performance and Audit Panel  -  Terms of Reference

Performance and Audit Panel  -  Work Programme 2005/2006

Performance and Audit Panel  -  Agenda Papers and Minutes of Meetings

London Borough of Ealing Constitution





































Again, we have had a very busy year undertaking both the performance and audit responsibilities.  Scrutiny is above all about making a difference, and this year we have seen the conclusion of two years' work that has produced some significant results.





Suggestions made by Scrutiny in respect of Social Services Income Collection, such as billing procedures and means of payment have contributed to a significant improvement in income collection.  The very fact that Scrutiny has been monitoring progress has kept the process moving and maintained it high on the political agenda.





Following through on an executive decision on Commercial Waste Collection has shown that action had not been taken on the decision, and persistence by Scrutiny has now lead to a realistic proposal for the future of the service.





Reviews of Off-Street Parking have highlighted a need for a member-led review, with input from local businesses, for this service best to serve the community.  Input from our co-opted members has been extremely helpful in reaching these conclusions.





Scrutiny has assisted in the Audit process for both Internal and External Audit, and has been proactive in monitoring the introduction of Risk Management across the Council, a vital part of local government.





My thanks go to all the members of the Panel for all their hard work, and particularly to our co-opted members for their support and assistance.
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