Scrutiny Dispatches

City & County of Swansea - 2017/2018 (No. 1)

‘How scrutiny councillors are making a difference’

Is your child school ready? (Lead: Councillor Hazel Morris)

Scrutiny councillors have identified ways in which children’s readiness for school can be
improved, following an in-depth inquiry.

The cross-party Panel published its report earlier this year. Amongst its key findings the scrutiny

inquiry found that:

» There is a wealth of evidence that suggests investment in early year’s services including
children’s school readiness is hugely beneficial not only to children and their families, but
society as a whole. There is evidence that this investment can help to break the cycle of
disadvantage in our communities by changing children’s life chances.

* There are gaps in service provision for families in Swansea — for example multi-agency
support via Flying Start is only available to around one quarter of children and families in
Swansea. Whilst this is focused on areas of greatest need, there are children across Swansea
who could benefit from this programme.

During evidence gathering the Panel saw many examples of good practice that helps make
children and parents school ready. This included a visit to St Helen’s Primary School and Flying
Start where they are aspiring to be a school that is at the heart of the community, and has been
praised by parents. They also visited Stepping Stones and the Swansea Children Centre where
they are working to develop children’s physical and emotional school readiness and preparing
children and their parents for the transition to school.

All nine recommendations made by the Panel were agreed by Cabinet in June.

The Panel Convener, Councillor Hazel Morris, said:

‘An interesting finding from our inquiry was that it is not only children and parents that need to
become more school ready but schools themselves need to be more ‘child ready’. We felt that
there could be more robust challenge for schools on this aspect. We have asked for guidance to
be drafted on what constitutes a ‘child ready’ school and for schools and governing bodies to
develop a community engagement strategy which clearly identifies how they will work with
parents pre-school and in the early years. The inquiry looked at the cause and effect of school
readiness and tried to identify practical steps that could be taken, informed by good practice, to
help our children to be prepared. We need to keep early years high on the agenda and we hope
that our recommendations go some way in helping to improve school readiness in Swansea. We
recognise that successful outcomes depend on effective working between the Council, Health
Board and Third Sector’.

Scrutiny has contributed to this vital debate by providing:

» Evidenced proposals that will lead to improved school readiness

e The views of key stakeholders

e Good practice / research elsewhere

» Raised awareness and increased councillor understanding about issues affecting school
readiness

The Panel will meet in March 2018 to follow up on the actions taken to implement the scrutiny
recommendations and assess the impact made by the inquiry.



Helping to support community groups (Lead: Councillor Terry Hennegan)

The work of scrutiny has helped to improve the support provided to community groups and
volunteers to run services in their own communities.

A scrutiny inquiry was carried out last year focussing on the Council priority to build sustainable
communities, and was recently followed up to look at how its recommendations have been
implemented and effect this has had.

Councillor Terry Hennegan, convener of the Scrutiny Inquiry, said: ‘Our work looked at how the
Council is developing and promoting community action that could sustain local services, and build
capacity. We were pleased to find that there is now a stronger focus on supporting volunteer
participation in relation to community buildings and open spaces, with a range of guidance
material available. Overall we are happy with the delivery of actions against our
recommendations, including action on improving communication with community groups and
establishing an annual celebration of community work.’

The monitoring of this inquiry is now complete.
Emergency planning and resilience (Lead: Councillor Mary Jones)

Scrutiny councillors have shone a spotlight on the Council’s Emergency Management service, a
topic of heightened interest across the UK.

A Scrutiny Working Group asked about the arrangements and resources that are in place, the
level of preparedness for emergencies, and challenges to the service.

Amongst recommendations made, the Working Group asked for consideration to be given to
establishing a formal Council Committee to monitor and support emergency planning. Scrutiny
Councillors were also concerned whether there was enough communication and information with
local councillors to support emergency planning and response, and asked for this to be
addressed.

The convener of the Working Group, Councillor Mary Jones, said: ‘Following our scrutiny meeting
in October we wrote a letter to the Cabinet Member for Service Transformation & Business
Operations and we are pleased that his response confirms action will be taken against each of the
scrutiny recommendations, including the establishment of a Members Emergency Planning
Forum.’

Improving School Governance (Lead: Councillor Fiona Gordon)
Scrutiny recommendations to improve school governance were also followed up recently.

The Inquiry Panel reconvened in September and heard about progress with the implementation of
recommendations and impact of the scrutiny inquiry.

The inquiry was credited with prompting reflection on the support and training provided to school
governors, and highlighting the need for closer working between governing bodies and school
challenge advisors.

The monitoring on the inquiry is now complete but the Panel has written to the Cabinet Member
for Children, Education & Lifelong Learning with its view on how things have changed since the
scrutiny inquiry and outstanding issues that need attention.



The scrutiny annual report for 2016/17 (Lead: Councillor Mary Jones)

Our annual report of the work of scrutiny was published and presented to Council in July. It aims
to highlight the work carried out by scrutiny and show how scrutiny has made a difference.

Set out as a simple scorecard, the report highlights a small number of indicators to illustrate four
performance questions, informed by the results of our annual scrutiny survey and feedback from
those involved:

e How much scrutiny did we do?

* How well did we do it?

e How much did scrutiny affect the business of the Council?
* What was the impact of scrutiny?

In order to support continuous improvement for the scrutiny function the report provides a
reflection on what has worked well and what has not worked so well, to prompt improvement
action. For example, this means doing even more to:

* Promote and raise awareness of scrutiny across the organisation and to the public
* Engage with cabinet members to ensure maximum consideration and recognition of our work
* Increase the number of non-executive councillors involved in scrutiny

Chair’'s Roundup:

This is my first quarterly roundup of the work of scrutiny for 2017/18, as Chair of the Scrutiny
Programme Committee.

Preparing for new year of scrutiny

We welcomed new and returning councillors following May’s Council elections before preparing
for a new year of scrutiny. Scrutiny Induction sessions were held in early June which provided an
opportunity for better understanding of the role of scrutiny and how it can make a difference. We
plugged the powerful opportunities that it provides for questioning, inquiry, monitoring, and
providing challenge to decision-makers. We debated approaches to questioning and discussed
key components of effective scrutiny.

Choosing priorities for 2017/18

A new work programme was agreed by the committee in July with a varied selection of topics,
representing both continuity and renewal to ensure that scrutiny is always looking at the right
things. This was informed by our annual work planning conference, open to all non-executive
councillors to make suggestions and debate priorities. This involved looking back at the previous
plan, considering the Council’s Corporate Priorities, and thinking about views from the public
gathered from various consultations.

With guiding principles in mind (strategic and significant, focussed on issues of concern, and
representing a good use of time and resources) the committee agreed to continue with previous
Performance Panels to monitor key services and retain focus on social services and education,
but added a sixth to focus on regular monitoring of Development & Regeneration activities, given
significant plans for city centre re-development and the Swansea Bay City Region Deal.

The programme also includes two inquiry topics, Regional Working (currently in progress), and
Swansea’s Natural Environment. In terms of one-off Working Groups a list of issues were
identified and prioritised. Upcoming topics include Roads & Footway Maintenance,
Homelessness, Community Cohesion, and Renewable Energy.



Questioning Cabinet Members

The committee has continued to focus on holding cabinet members to account and each month’s
meeting features a Q & A session with a Cabinet Member to discuss their work. As | write we are
due to meet with the Cabinet Member for Environment Services in February. Acting as a ‘critical
friend’ we question and challenge them on their priorities, actions, achievement and impact. We
invite members of the public and all scrutiny councillors to contribute ideas to ensure the
committee asks the right questions. A summary of each session and views of the committee are
published in the form of a letter to relevant Cabinet Members. We have recently put questions to
the Leader / Cabinet Member for Economy & Strategy, and Cabinet Members for Stronger
Communities, Health & Wellbeing, Children, Education & Lifelong Learning.

Challenging proposed decisions

One of the ways in which scrutiny hold the cabinet to account is to carry out pre-decision scrutiny.
This means questioning Cabinet Members on proposals, taking into account strategic impact,
public interest and financial implications, and presenting views and any concerns to Cabinet
ahead of decisions. Amongst these are Commissioning Reviews where Cabinet is taking
significant decisions about the future of our services, under the backdrop of financial pressures
and sustainability. Scrutiny has already looked at the Catering, Planning & City Regeneration, and
Public Protection Commissioning Reviews. Other Cabinet reports looked at have included: Castle
Square Regeneration, More Homes Pilot Scheme, and Liberty Stadium Lease Arrangements.

Monitoring the Public Services Board

We have a multi-agency Scrutiny Panel which aims to find out what difference the Swansea
Public Services Board (PSB) is making for citizens. The Panel recently scrutinised the Draft
Wellbeing Plan which has been developed by the PSB. The Plan is subject to public consultation
until 13 February and Panel Members took the opportunity to make comments. The draft final
Plan will be reported back to the Panel before agreement by the PSB.

Preparing for an audit of scrutiny

We have been informed that Swansea’s scrutiny arrangements are going to be the subject of a
Wales Audit Office (WAOQO) inspection. They intend to review how ‘fit for the future’ the Council’s
scrutiny function is. As well as looking at the environment scrutiny is operating in, our practice,
and its effectiveness, they are particularly interested in how some of the challenges facing the
Council are being considered within scrutiny activity, such as the Wellbeing of Future Generations
Act (and scrutiny of the Public Services Board), financial pressures, and regionalisation. WAO
intend to observe a committee meeting in the New Year and a number of Performance Panels,
and will be reviewing associated documentation and information about scrutiny in Swansea. Their
fieldwork will take place during February when they will hold a small number of interviews with key
officers and focus groups with key councillors. They will produce a report at the end of the review
(around March), and also plan to arrange a shared learning seminar around April / May informed
by findings not just here but across Wales.

Making the work of scrutiny more transparent and ac cessible

All scrutiny agenda packs are now available on the Council’'s ‘agenda and minutes’ webpage.
There you can also find all scrutiny letters sent to cabinet members following meetings and
responses. All scrutiny meetings are open to the public and anyone living or working in Swansea
can suggest a topic for scrutiny. There are also opportunities to suggest questions, and submit
views. If you would just like to keep an eye on what's going on we have webpages, a blog and a
newsletter, you could even follow us on Twitter — links below.

Connect with Scrutiny:
Gloucester Room, Guildhall, Swansea. SA1 4PE (Tel. 01792 637732)

Web: www.swansea.gov.uk/scrutiny Twitter: @swanseascrutiny
Email: scrutiny@swansea.gov.uk Blog : www.swanseascrutiny.co.uk




