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Foreword by the Chairman

"I keep six honest serving-men
(They taught me all I knew);
Their names are What and Why and When
And How and Where and Who."

Rudyard Kipling, "Elephant's Child", Just So Stories

South Norfolk Council’s Scrutiny Committee was created as a counter-balance
to the concentration of executive decision-making in the hands of the
majority-group only Cabinet so as not to leave the members of the minority

group and also back-bench members of the majority group without an effective
voice in the direction of Council policy.  Such an arrangement of checks and
balances could provide a focus for confrontation and controversy but in the three
years that it has been my privilege to serve as Chairman of the Scrutiny
Committee, a largely consensual style of working has developed, the Committee
adopting the status of “critical friend” in fulfilling its constitutional rôle of holding the
Administration to account.

In carrying out these duties, the Committee has been greatly helped by the
professionalism and resourcefulness of the Scrutiny Officer, Tony Fielder and by the
efficient work of its Committee Services Officer, Steve Goddard.  During the period
that Steve was seconded to North Norfolk to cover the maternity absence of that
Council’s Head of Scrutiny, the Committee enjoyed the able assistance first of
Joanne Kitchener and later of Rosemary Broom.

I must pay particular tribute to the members of the Committee.  A succession of
visitors have remarked upon the widespread and informed participation in the
Committee’s work of all members.  The Committee has also received proper
recognition for its vital rôle in the democratic life of the Council.  The Cabinet has

sought to reciprocate the Scrutiny Committee’s preference
for a consensual style of working.  The Council has
welcomed a number of innovative ideas from the
Committee, not the least the establishment of the
Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee which
has put the co-ordination of the work of the Scrutiny
Committee and of the Policy Development Panels on a
proper footing.

I commend this report to all readers.  The Committee
meets on a four week cycle and visitors and members of
the public are always welcome.

Christopher Kemp
Chairman, Scrutiny Committee.
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What is scrutiny?
The Local Government Act 2000 introduced new democratic structures for South

Norfolk Council.  All 46 councillors meet together to set the overall policies and
priorities, and approve the annual budget.  A Cabinet of seven councillors, all from
the majority Liberal Democrat group, makes most of the day-to-day decisions, to
implement the approved policies and budget.

The Scrutiny Committee is an important check and balance on the concentration
of responsibility in the hands of the members of Cabinet.  Scrutiny can hold
members of Cabinet to account.  It can suspend and “call in” Cabinet decisions for
detailed examination.  It can examine any aspect of the Council’s performance,
acting as a “critical friend” to suggest improvements, and helping to ensure that the
Council’s services are effective and provide “best value”.

To demonstrate its recognition that effective scrutiny requires a bipartisan
approach, the whole Council has agreed that the minority Conservative group shall
take the chair and shall have 8 councillors on the Scrutiny Committee at South
Norfolk, with 7 councillors from the Liberal Democrat group, rather than the usual
proportional allocation of seats.  Following a review of overview and scrutiny, this is
the first year that the Liberal Democrat group has taken the vice-chairmanship, and
Councillor Brownsea has served as vice-chairman in 2005/6.

The Council has a power and duty to promote the social, economic and
environmental wellbeing of local residents.  To achieve this, the Council increasingly
works in partnership with other public bodies which provide local services, providing
civic leadership and championing the interests of the area.  Partnership working can
help to improve co-ordination, avoid duplication and identify gaps in provision, but it
raises the same issues of accountability and effectiveness as the Cabinet system.
Scrutiny Committee therefore looks beyond the Council’s own services to the whole
range of services provided by our partners and other bodies.

To provide an overview of policy development and review, and advise Cabinet
and Council South Norfolk Council has four Policy Development Panels, which
include representatives of our partners and councillors of both political parties.
Each panel meets quarterly and concentrates on an aspect of local wellbeing,
corresponding to one of the Cabinet “portfolios”.  Scrutiny Committee also provides
“overview” of the Resources portfolio.

In order to coordinate the activities of Scrutiny Committee and the Policy
Development Panels, their Chairmen and Vice-Chairmen form the Overview and
Scrutiny Management Committee (OSMAC).  This also decides partner
representation on the Panels, and meets quarterly.
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Conservatives
Derek Blake
Brian Clark-Taylor
John Fuller
Christopher Kemp (Chairman)
Beverley Spratt
Keith Weeks
Martin Wilby
Garry Wheatley

Liberal Democrats

Adrian Brownsea (Vice-Chairman)
Jane Mackie
Jill Caldwell
John Halliday
Alistair Miller
Fred Watkins
Pat Dore

Membership of the Committee 2005/6



The work of Scrutiny Committee over the year
The main themes in the Committee’s work during 2005/6 have been:

• Partnership reviews
• Scrutiny of partners
• Holding Cabinet to Account
• Tourism issues
• Hartismere Hospital task group

Partnership reviews
Scrutiny Committee has adopted a 3-year programme of partnership reviews,

assessing the major partnerships in which the Council is involved.  The assessment
method was based on “best practice” in other local authorities, particularly Milton
Keynes, and was used by the Audit Commission when drawing up its national
guidance “Governing Partnerships: Bridging the Accountability Gap” (2005).  The
Committee’s definition of a partnership is “a formal arrangement with some pooling
of risk, resources of freedom of action”.

The assessment programme reflects the Committee’s concern over the number
and range of the partnerships in which the Council is involved - effective
partnerships need to do more than the partners would achieve on their own.  The
first stage was to draw up an inventory of partnerships, recording details of
purpose, membership, resources, and reporting channels.  From this “long list”, the
Committee chose 30 major partnerships for detailed study.

The assessment method focuses on accountability, risks, performance and
effectiveness.  It asks whether the partnership is adding value, if any changes are
needed, and whether it should continue.

The Committee started the first year of the programme in May 2005, and
deliberately began with two of the more straightforward examples, in order to gain
experience before tackling more complex partnerships.

As part of the Transnational Ecological Network, the Council is involved in a
project to manage a wetland area and create leisure opportunities at Frenze Beck,
near Diss.  The Committee endorsed the Council’s involvement, and recommended
that the Culture Learning and Community Panel should receive copies of the
project’s monitoring reports.  Although the Committee supported continued
participation in the Sports Partnership Around Norwich (SPAN), it was concerned at
the lack of outcome measures, and recommended the use of the forthcoming Sport
England participation indicators.  The Committee also asked that future partnership
assessments should focus more on how the partnership adds value.   

Subsequently, in March 2006, the Committee examined the Norfolk Sports
Partnership, which is bringing lottery funding (via Sport England) into the district, to
develop key sports and encourage participation in sport at all levels.
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In December, the Committee examined the Children’s Accident Reduction Group,
the main element of the Council’s involvement in the Norfolk Accident Reduction
Partnership.  The Committee praised the excellent work which is being done.

Also in December, the Committee examined “Norfolk Ambition”, the County
Council’s local strategic partnership.  Members expressed considerable scepticism
about the effectiveness and accountability of this partnership.  It also became clear
that the forthcoming Local Area Agreement (LAA) will be the main focus for the
future work of the partnership.

Consequently, in January, the Committee considered the LAA in detail, together
with the Government’s ideas on the future of local strategic partnerships.  This
resulted in recommendations, accepted by Cabinet, that the Council should opt into
the LAA process, as a matter of choice, but its investment of resources should be
proportionate to the potential outcomes for the district, and the South Norfolk
Alliance should adjust its ways of working.

Secondly, the Committee decided to bring forward its examination of the South
Norfolk Alliance.  In March it was decided to set up a task group, consisting of three
members of each group, to examine and report back.  Committee members also
observed a meeting of the Alliance in operation.

Scrutiny of partners
In September 2005, in one of a series of examinations of our partner

organisations, the Committee scrutinised the Norfolk Police Authority.  This also
covered the closure of Loddon Police Station.  The Committee was assisted by Mrs
Angela Jordan, a local representative on the Police Authority; Mr C Harding, the
Authority Clerk and Chief Executive; and Chief Supt Cherrington of the Norfolk
Constabulary.

It is fair to say the Police Authority had some misgivings, but subsequently the
witnesses thanked the Committee for its civilised approach and for sticking to its
adopted “working style”. 

The session also covered the Home Secretary’s proposals for reorganisation of
police forces, and resulted in the motion which was passed by Council in December
2005, expressing concern that merged police authorities would be more remote,
less aware of local problems, and less accountable to the local community.

In January, the Committee examined tourist-related industries in the Broads, with
the assistance of the Chief Executive of Broads Authority; and the Managing
Director of the East of England Tourist Board.  This followed on from a previous
session in April 2005, with a witness from the East of England Development Agency.
As a result of this examination, Committee members had concerns regarding
possible overlap between agencies involved in tourism promotion.  A further session
was therefore arranged in February 2006, with the assistance of with Mr Geoff
Skipper of Visit Norwich Ltd; and Mr Daniel Thwaites, the Chairman of the Broads
Tourism Forum. 
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Holding Cabinet to account
A summary of decisions is published immediately after each meeting of Cabinet,

and any decision may be “called in” by any three councillors, within 8 days, for
examination at the next meeting of the Scrutiny Committee.  

The Council’s constitution provides a number of ways to resolve any conflicts of
view.  These were used recently when the Committee’s Chairman and the Deputy
Leader agreed a response to the Lyons enquiry, in time to meet the deadline for
comments, after the minority group had called-in the matter, because of concerns
over the content of Cabinet’s proposed response.

In May 2005, The Committee dealt with a call-in of a Cabinet decision regarding
use of Planning Delivery Grant for planning enforcement staff.  A member of the
public, who was concerned about a particular planning case, attended the meeting.
The Cabinet member, Councillor Peterson, accepted that some aspects of long-
standing enforcement procedures needed to be reviewed, and these were
subsequently considered by the PlanningCommittee.  

Linked to the Committee’s scrutiny of tourism issues, Cabinet’s decision on
tourism action plan was called-in by members of the majority party.  This provided
the opportunity to examine a number of detailed issues of concern.

Linked to the Committee’s scrutiny of tourism issues, Cabinet’s decision on
tourism action plan was called-in by members of the majority party.  This provided
the opportunity to examine a number of detailed issues of concern.

The call-in provision is essentially reactive, and officers need to allow for the
possibility of call-in, when planning the timing of reports to Cabinet.  Increasingly,
the Scrutiny Committee is being invited to undertake “pre-scrutiny” of future Cabinet
items. 

In July 2005, the Committee undertook pre-scrutiny of the report to July Cabinet
on the out-turn of revenue and capital budgets for 2004/5, and clarified the reasons
for a number of proposals for slippage into 2005/6 and virement between budget
headings.   

The Committee’s October meeting undertook pre-scrutiny of the annual report of
the Saffron Housing Trust (formerly the South Norfolk Housing Partnership) prior to
Cabinet.  Our examination covered the performance of the trust in relation to the
promises in the offer document; the loss of service-level agreements; handling of
complaints by tenants; and right-to-buy sales.  The Committee was grateful to Mr
Adam Ronaldson, the Chief Executive of Saffron, for his attendance and for his
willingness to answer questions.

The Committee’s meeting in October 2005 saw the first use of the new provision
in the Constitution for “non-suspensive call-in”.  This allows scrutiny of a topic
where there is no need to delay action.  In this case, the call-in was by members of
the majority party, which underlines the bi-partisan approach to scrutiny in this
Council.  The called-in Cabinet decision related to the proposed closure of
Hartismere Hospital in Eye, which serves South Norfolk residents, and is described
more fully below.  
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Hartismere Hospital task group
The backgrounds to this topic was the decision of the East Suffolk Primary Care

Trusts to close in-patient beds and sell the main buildings at Hartismere Hospital,
despite objections from this Council and many other local stakeholders.

In addition to being the first example of “non-suspensive” call-in, this topic was
also innovative in being  the first occasion on which South Norfolk Council had been
given delegated powers by the Norfolk Health Overview and Scrutiny Committee, to
consider a substantial variation in local healthcare arrangements.  The task group
visited the hospital, and worked closely with Suffolk County Health Scrutiny
Committee and local stakeholders.

As a result of the task group’s investigation, under the Health and Social Care Act
2001, the Council has “referred” the closure decision to the Secretary of State for
Health, whose response is awaited.

Other scrutiny work
In June 2005, the Committee examined the Council’s current arrangements for

management and inspection of play areas, which includes inspection of some play
areas managed by parish councils and local organisations.  Inspections cover safety
issues, and suitability for various kinds of disability.  As a result, it was agreed that
officers will investigate the possibility of a reduction in insurance rates, if Parish
Councils followed the Council’s inspection regime, and this will be raised at the next
round of Area Forums.  The planning service was also asked to review the current
threshold for requiring developer contributions to play facilities, as part of the
preparation of the Local Development Framework.

In July 2005, the Committee examined the appointment, functions and
responsibilities of member champions and made recommendations, which were
accepted by Council.

The Committee continues to monitor progress on major issues which it has
examined in the past, and in October it noted the progress with managing
attendance, where performance has improved considerably.

Assisted by Councillor Lewis, the Cabinet portfolio holder, the Committee’s
November meeting considered future local options for concessionary travel.  This
reflected members’ concerns over changes to the national scheme.  The Committee
supported the continuation of a county-wide scheme, provided that Government
funding meets all additional costs and does not add to the burden on Council Tax.

Councillor training and Norfolk Scrutiny Network
The Norfolk Scrutiny Network includes all the county and district councils in

Norfolk.  It began with informal meetings for officers, but now includes Chairmen
and Vice-Chairmen  It provides a forum to discuss current issues and share best
practice.

A number of Committee members attended the Network’s second one-day
Scrutiny Conference at UEA in November 2005, which included keynote speeches
from a Norfolk MP, the Leader of a District Council, and the former Chair of the 
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County Scrutiny Committee, together with workshop sessions on scrutiny of
budgets; performance; partnerships and external partners.  It was partly as a result
of the partnership workshop that the Committee decided to examine the local LAA.

The Network also organises workshops in scrutiny skills, and circulates details of
scrutiny training provided by individual councils, which may be of interest to elected
members in Norfolk.  Recently, four members of the Committee attended training
organised by Breckland Council, on scrutiny of financial plans

The Committee has continued to attract visits from members and officers of
other district councils– Broadland, Boston, Nuneaton & Bedworth, Suffolk Coastal –
who are reviewing their own scrutiny arrangements, and wish to observe our
procedures and discuss our experience.

Improving our procedures
In June 2005 the Committee adopted three tests which should be satisfied

before an item of business is accept for urgent consideration by the Committee:

• Is the matter within the jurisdiction of the Scrutiny Committee?

• Is the matter urgent in that it has substantially arisen since the publication of 
the Agenda?

• Would discussion of the matter at Scrutiny be an exercise of its role as ‘critical
friend’?

Looking to the future
In 2006/7, the Committee will continue its examination of whether the South

Norfolk Alliance is “fit for purpose”, in its new role under the LAA.  A major issue is
likely to be the possible re-organisation of Local Government bodies - and their
boundaries.

The Committee will continue with the second year of its programme of
partnership reviews, including the Norfolk Waste Management Partnership,
Supporting People, and the Greater Norwich Housing Partnership.

Now that the Council’s “twin-bin” refuse collection scheme is complete, the
Committee will continue its deferred investigation of the future of Ketteringham
depot, which commenced in 2005.
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