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1.
 Background

1.1 The Audit Commission used Peer challenge as an integral part of the methodology for District Councils’ Comprehensive Performance Assessment. SOLACE Enterprises was one of a handful of accredited providers of peer challenge.  As a result of that experience we are convinced that the process of peer challenge is a valuable learning opportunity for councils of all types.  Whilst peer challenge will not be a formal part of the 2005-7 round of CPA, the Audit Commission are recommending to councils that they participate in peer challenge on a voluntary basis since one of the central elements remains a self-assessment and this is likely to be more robust if it has first been subjected to challenge by peers. 

1.2 The aims of peer challenge are to:

· Provide an objective, robust and managed external challenge to a council’s own assessment of its current performance; 

· Encourage thinking about strengths and areas for improvement; 

· Contribute to producing a strong and forward looking improvement plan.

1.3 The SOLACE Enterprises model of peer Challenge for unitary and county councils involves a chief executive and leader/ senior elected member, plus two other members / chief officers working with a facilitator for five days plus a follow up “Challenge Event” the following week. This model has been specifically designed for providing peer challenge rather than being an adaptation of an existing model. Principles on which the approach is based include: 
· Using credible peers who understand the working of the relevant type of council; 

· Peers must be independent from the council;

· The peer team must be communicated to and acceptable to the council; The peer challenge must be structured around the Audit Commission’s framework for CPA inspection and Key Lines of Enquiry;

· The peer team must provide written and verbal feedback to the council. 

1.4
The purpose of the SOLACE Enterprises’ model of peer challenge is to help the local authority to ensure that its own assessment is as accurate a reflection of its current performance, achievements and future capacity as it possibly can be. 
There are some other distinctive features of the SOLACE Enterprises’ model of peer challenge including:

· The emphasis placed on establishing a dialogue with the council
· The understanding that peer challenge is not part of the inspection

· The emphasis placed on the flexibility of the challenge process focusing on the specific circumstances of and issues facing a council.
2. 
The Cumbria County Council peer challenge process

2.1 The peer challenge of Cumbria County Council’s self-assessment began five weeks prior to the on-site period with a desk top review of Council documents. This was followed by the development of a provisional timetable of activities and the circulation of background documentation to the challenge team.
2.2 The challenge team was:

· Ken Lloyd, SOLACE Facilitator

· David Jenkins, Chief Executive, Dorset County Council

· Cathy Bakewell, Leader, Somerset County Council

· Hugh Williamson, North Yorkshire County Council
· Plus members of the SOLACE Joint Area Review team (on site at the same time)

2.3 On the evening prior to the visit the team met to prepare for the challenge process. In that preparatory meeting the team:

· Reviewed the Audit Commission’s proposed methodology for CPA and the SOLACE model of peer challenge
· Reviewed the background information provided by the authority, including the self-assessment, the related evidence and the additional documentation requested by the SOLACE Facilitator

· Agreed lines of enquiry to be pursued during the visit and additional activities and documentation that was needed to gather information on these

· In the light of that agreement, reviewed and agreed adjustments to the provisional timetable of activities.

· Agreed a modus operandi for the process (e.g. team roles and responsibilities)
2.5 The team examined the key lines of enquiry for CPA, but gave particular attention to the issues that appeared from the documentation to warrant particular focus. It was recognised by the team that they could not look at absolutely everything in the same level of detail and that the process needed to be bounded in some way.

2.6
The various methods that the team used to gather information included:

· Face to face and telephone interviews with a cross section of stakeholders from inside and outside the authority.

· Small group discussions 

· Facilitating a specially convened meeting of scrutiny chairs to discuss the performance of the Council, the self-assessment and the effectiveness of scrutiny

· A “table dialogue” session involving group discussions with a diagonal slice of staff from the authority including frontline staff.

· Attending meetings and events occurring during the week.

· A virtual tour of the area to familiarise the team with the county.

2.7 Throughout the process the team reflected back to the Council what they thought they were seeing and learning which provided the authority with an opportunity to steer the team to look at  additional information if they thought that they had not been given quite the right message.  It was also intended that this dialogue would help to generate an ownership of our feedback because nothing would come as a surprise.

2.8 Following the visit the team returned to the authority to feed back the results of the information gathering process in a more structured way at a challenge event. 
2.9 Although the presentation made by the team was robust and evidenced, the aim was to make this challenge event as informal and as non-adversarial as possible. The challenge event was an important additional means of evidence gathering.

2.10 The results of the process outlined above, including the challenge event, are set out in the remainder of this report which is structured as follows:

· Section three: Feedback on the top level question - What is the Council, together with its partners trying to achieve? and the two themes that fall under this question namely:

· Ambition

· Prioritisation
· Section four: Feedback on the top level question - What is the capacity of the Council, including its work with partners, to deliver what it is trying to achieve? and the two themes that fall under this question namely:

· Capacity

· Performance management
· Section five: Feedback on the top level question - What has been achieved? and the five themes that fall under this question, namely:

· Achievement -  Sustainable communities and transport

· Achievement - Safer and stronger communities

· Achievement - Healthier communities

· Achievement - Older people

· Achievement - Children and Young People

· Section six: Comments on the Councils draft self assessment
2.11 In making its comments the team sought to add value by concentrating on those areas where, as peers, they were able to identify issues that had not been fed back to the authority by other commentators, or where it came to a different view on an issue that had already been discussed. While the team took care to note areas of strengths as well as areas for improvement, since the main aim of the challenge process was to stimulate improvement, comparatively more attention has been given in this report to explaining and evidencing the areas on which the team believes the Council should focus its attention.

3.
What is the council, together with its partners, trying to achieve?
Theme 1: Ambition

Strengths:

3.1 The sustainable Cumbria document is a commendable attempt to develop a high level shared vision for Cumbria. This has involved a considerable amount of work but has led to the nine priorities, 80 priority objectives and seven cross cutting themes which have the potential to set the agenda for all the contributing partners. The Councils mapping of the priorities to its own and the emergence of thematic delivery groups are sound extensions to embed the document in the Councils ambitions. These are all positive contribution to the development of partnership working towards shared outcomes. 

3.2 In the search to identify local needs, there is an encouraging approach to the sharing of data and joint access to research sources. Examples include the joint approach to the operation of the citizens’ panel, a shared approach to producing economic and social intelligence data and the existence of the Cumbria hub as a joint information technology (IT) support.
3.3 The internet based access to consultation results, as part of the integrated consultation and engagement strategy, should prove to be an effective means of sharing data with stakeholders and other interested parties. 
3.4 The early work with the Cumbria race and diversity partnership is encouraging and is starting to produce information that will increase the understanding of wider community needs.

3.5 The commitment to providing community leadership through partnership is evident. Positive examples are; the development of the community engagement strategy and the existence of Council funded neighbourhood development officers with devolved funding. These provide good connections to communities.

3.6 Engagement with the Cumbria strategic partnership (CSP) is well structured and influential. External partners are complimentary about the role taken by the Council and the way that priorities are becoming aligning. The CSP is seen as a transformed forum for constructive debate with Council representatives providing sound contributions and leadership by the modelling of good behaviours. This has led to improved relationships more generally and a more welcoming atmosphere for Council representatives engaged in partnership

Areas to consider: 

3.7 The sustainable Cumbria document is not yet being implemented fully or consistently. Priority objectives are expressed differently in the main document and in its smaller executive summary version; priorities not being displayed in the corporate priorities of other partners; and there is an absence of annual action plans, milestones, SMART targets or outputs to deliver the priority objectives and the consequential outcomes.
3.8 Whilst partnership working has clearly improved, staff feel that risks exist and that interpersonal relationships, rather than structures, are still critical factor in success. From the partners perspective there is concern about the capacity of the Council to engage in complex partnerships, although it is recognised that the Council has learnt a lot from its recent experiences, particularly the externalisation process for services

3.9 Partnership working is affected by the strong forces of identity that exist within the county. They can be unhelpful to county wide partnership working as is the limited integration between strategic partnerships across the county and the lack of inter-authority cross tier working at member level. This can lead to feelings of frustration in pursuing two/three tier working. The understanding and relationships between the county council and district/boroughs need to be worked on by all parties.
3.10 Some partners and staff feel that the ambition of the Council does not come through strongly enough as a sufficiently challenging set of intentions to make a quick and significant difference to people’s lives. 
3.11 The draft self assessment needs to: 
· Provide information to show that staff and communities understand the Council’s ambitions
· indicate how connections are made to other agencies/partners ambition and priorities.

· show examples of consultation offering choice
· include examples of shared local needs data
· give examples to support the comment that leadership is provided through local strategic partnerships
3.12 As an extension of the information already provided in the draft self assessment it could:

· document how the community strategies and the corporate strategy are aligned
· say something about local delivery against district based strategies
· give examples about the impact and outcomes from increased activity with BME communities and young people – here and in the prioritisation theme
· show what the community engagement strategy aims to achieve
· include examples of how the citizens’ panel or other consultations have been used to influence Council and/or partners decisions and priorities.

Theme 2: Prioritisation
Strengths:

3.13 The corporate strategy is a well structured document that clearly sets out the aims, objectives and priorities of the Council across 6 themes. Links exist to achieve delivery through performance focused service plans and by staff using employee appraisal and team briefings.

3.14 There are good processes in place to help produce a robust strategy. The use of reviews and consultation with partners ensures that both national and local performance issues are considered during the corporate planning process; rural proofing provides a sustainability assessment to the development of services and policies; budget consultation is effective and involves members extensively in annual priority setting and budget workshops before making external consultations.
3.15 There is an increasing understand of business planning through the Council and within this, a very structured approach to developing the Council towards better performance under the Audit Commissions key requirements for soundly performing authorities. This is assisting with improvement across the Council.
3.16 Internal and external communications have been improved and are assisting with the communication of priorities and making staff and the media feel more included. There is a good frontline focus and package of basic internal communications tools and a comprehensive and well structured external communications strategy. The availability of the chief executive for staff meetings is a useful part of the approach to communication as is the positive two way engagement that exists between the Council and the local media. The Council have noted that the initial impact of the team briefing system is eroding and have developed proposals to revise this and encourage more two way communications. It is also revising its three year external communications strategy to keep it current.

3.17 Partners and external agencies are very supportive towards the council and have high expectations on working together and the benefits that this will bring. They are keen to engage more closely and support the Council with a positive approach in their demeanour. For example, the team was impressed by the ready attendance for discussions by partners, the high level of representation, such as the  chief executives of districts/boroughs, and the importance placed on their organisations connection to the improvement of the Council

3.18 The use of themed performance group meetings to review performance, financial and risk information supported by monitoring in directorate management teams is a sound contribution to securing delivery of strategies 

Areas to consider:

3.19 Whilst the thematic structuring of the service plans is meant to enable connections through to district level community strategies and then to the overarching sub regional strategies, a clear line of sight is not always evident. A simple flow chart would assist understanding. 
3.20 In a similar vein, there could be benefit in a diagram which shows more clearly the decision making process for new initiatives. This would assist staff in understanding how priorities are identified for inclusion, assessed and brought to the fore.
3.21 Whilst members generally have a sound understanding of issues to be faced by the Council they do not always have the information to help them gauge the relative importance of issues. For example, the need to improve children’s services was not an obvious priority in a member’s straw poll of issues. This lack of consistent thinking could impact on the need for all members to be consciously working towards particularly important corporate priorities.
3.22 The Council has incorporated a number of external surveys and report in to its prioritisation process but it is unclear whether action plans have been produced on a consistent basis, whether these have been followed through, and the extent to which they may have been signed off. Is it possible to address this alongside the work that is currently underway to incorporate action and improvement plans into a single improvement database? Specific examples include; the investors in people assessment; the have your say survey; and public satisfaction surveys. 
3.23 Whilst the frameworks for internal communications are good they are not always as seamless and interconnected on aspects of day to day communications and this can give a disjointed feeling to the operation of services.

3.24 The Councils approach to ethnicity is underdeveloped. It has recognised this and has put in place processes to undertake equalities impact assessments and equalities proofing policy development for new policies and services. Further work has been commissioned on a substantial equalities training programme for front line staff. However, this is only part of a more concerted focus that is needed on the embedding of equality and diversity issues. For example, the outline action plan to move from level one to level two of the equalities standard does not seem particularly adequate and the aspiration to move to level three seems unrealistic in the context of the current implementation of policy.

3.25 The draft self assessment needs to: 
· indicate how resources are allocated between partners to support priorities 
· give examples of resources moved from non priorities to priorities - perhaps some of the savings redirected in the 2005 efficiency reviews

· refer to action plans that address BME and issues of disadvantaged group.
3.26 As an extension of the information already provided in the draft self assessment it could:
· be more specific on the framework for linking priorities and strategies

· give examples to support the comment that the Council stayed focussed on delivering priorities during the Carlisle floods

4. What is the capacity of the Council, including its work with partners, to deliver what it is trying to achieve?

Theme 3: Capacity

Strengths:

4.1 Strategic leadership is benefiting from the able and well respected political leadership, the energetic and enthusiastic chief executive and  management team that  has been put in place, and the strong and productive relationship between the leader and the chief executive

4.2 The Council has invested a great deal of energy in restructuring cabinet responsibilities and has been active in exploring further developments for its governance processes, as exhibited by the stimulation of a democracy commission to consider possible improvements. 
4.3 The authority is seen by stakeholders as keen to develop member capacity. Member accountability and decision making has been assisted by the Cheshire-Cumbria Learning partnership, and other developmental activities, which has also been helpful in developing the community leadership role of members.
4.4 The Council has been proactive in generating capacity through strategic commercial partnership with a number of major providers such as Capita, Amey and Agilisys. This allowed the Council to grow and external bodies have commented that they see the authority has started to perform well. Of particular note has been work on procurement which has led to an impressive generation of cash savings and efficiencies along with the Council providing the  lead on joint procurement exercise that is now used by Cumbria districts and neighbouring authorities.
4.5 Managers are recognising many indicators of improved and more integrated capacity. These  include; the management and monitoring of information; use of the performance database; improved service planning – including more staff involvement; better internal communications; work in localities improved due to better strategic frameworks; and positive messages being fed back in non work situations. Due in part to this, managers feel valued, have growing confidence and are positively focussed.
4.6 Staff feel a pride and enthusiasm in the jobs they do, they are competent, with good morale and a display a notable atmosphere of commitment and a passion to provide good services to communities. 
4.7 Scrutiny panels are displaying some good practice in their operation and effective reviews and activities have been undertaken with good followed through and monitoring of action plans.
Areas to consider:

4.8 Not all members are engaged with or showing corporate ownership towards the delivery of the Councils priorities. This can be disruptive to the corporate development and ownership of policies and shows in the relationships and interaction between some members and some groups of members. The expectation by some to see conflict within political decision making is not helpful to a unified approach. Nor is the lack of connection between sources of political support and professional advice. In the way that the Council operates there is no feeling of a collective ownership amongst the council as a whole with limited communication on cross portfolio issue. A more strategic outlook could be taken.
4.9 Aspects of the decision making process lack transparency and clarity. A consequence of this is that it can be perceived as lengthy and that the Council is slow to respond to issues. Along with this is a low level of delegation to officers; an imbalance in the complimentary roles between cabinet members and directors; and an insufficiently structured challenge of managers by portfolio holders. These issues mean that members are not identifying closely enough with, or using sufficiently, the good management capacity and officer structure that exists. 
4.10 Whilst business support systems have improved considerably there are still some significant issues outstanding around human resources (HR).  The internal management of HR is not being addressed in a structured way and policy development has suffered from a lack of capacity investment. This means that the HR strategy is outdated and HR is not supporting services adequately. Whilst there are some good individual policies in place and in service training and development is seen as a good way to develop people, fundamental issues such as staff induction are not perceived as effective or adequate. Workforce planning is not sufficiently advanced and lacks the underpinning information to deliver a cohesive programme - it is seen by external agencies as a significant issue that needs to be addressed. Job evaluation has not been implemented, partly because services have not been prepared to release staff to participate. Job Evaluation is key to ensuring that future pay structures are equality proof.  There are a large number of equal pay claims relating to historical differences, the management of these claims is draining energy from the organisation.
4.11 IT has benefited considerably from new investment but there is more to do before it is operating at optimum effectiveness.  There are a large percentage of staff who do not have access to IT; a lack of training prevents existing software licences being used to the full; IT support is not providing a swift and reliable service; there is a perceived lack of confidence in the robustness of IT links between users and there are examples of services being affected by systems being out of use awaiting repair.
4.12 Whilst budgets have in the main been well managed there have been budget overruns as a continuing problem for learning disability issues, supporting people and partnership arrangements. There needs to be clarity on how these will be contained in the future.
4.13 Relationships with trade unions are variable and more could be done to set up consultation and negotiation frameworks which allow the trade unions to engage with the Council in a meaningful and participative way. 
4.14 The draft self assessment needs to: 
· lose much of the factual reporting of process issues on accountability and decision making and give more statements showing why and how it is clear
· say more about how the identified needs emerging from the 2005 staff survey in relation to dignity and respect and internal communication are being followed through.

· show examples of the Council working to improve the capacity of partners
4.15 As an extension of the information already provided in the draft self assessment it could:

· mention if protocols and procedures for conflict resolution exist within and between partners

· write up the information on partner workforce planning on children’s issues in a fuller way – perhaps by including comment on the individual organisations involved
· include comment on how the learning and development plan has made improvements
· say more about how the Council’s leadership development programme is being developed to address corporate capacity needs.

Theme 4: Performance management

Strengths:

4.16 The performance management framework is thorough and effectively links priorities to performance, including partnership performance, risk etc.  The extension of the framework to the Cumbria strategic partnership (CSP) alongside one for the local area agreement is a positive move. 
4.17 Key priorities and performance indicators exist in the corporate strategy and service plans and are linked to strategic objectives and identified risks. Service standards are currently being developed for early publication.
4.18 The monitoring of performance had improved considerably over the past three years and the use of quarterly business reviews allow operational data to be considered at directorate level as well as at the themed performance group meetings. These use exception reporting in a constructive way to focus on performance areas of under performance, allow learning from better performing areas to be transferred and to celebrate exceptional performance.
4.19 The Council has made extensive use of external expertise and evaluation to help frame its thinking and is now much more open and prepared to address issues identified by external agencies. A good example is the way that CPIA reviews have helped the Council challenge poor performance.
4.20 Project management needs have been addressed by the development of a simplified project management toolkit and this is now being implemented across six pilot schemes.

4.21 Performance across partners’ priorities will be assisted by the sharing of information through the internet consultation database that has been established. This is a good contribution to joint working.
4.22 Aspects of underperformance in services are being addressed constructively through the performance management framework. A prime example is waste management where a strategic approach is starting to deliver noticeable and sustainable change and improvement 

Areas to consider:

4.23 The performance framework is still being embedded, there are pockets of good practice and the Council has identified issues that it needs to address such as more SMART targets that address outcomes and service standards for all residents and has these in hand. 

4.24 It is important that members and staff across the Council exhibit more ownership of performance information being produced and use it to inform their considerations and day to day work. They need to move beyond monitoring to being seen to take action in response to information about performance.
4.25 Whilst some performance management is being developed for commercial partnerships there is little joint work with external service delivery partners. In a similar way, the arrangements for the shared monitoring of the performance of partners using the CSP as the framework do not appear to be effectively up to date.

4.26 A more structured approach is needed to the sharing of good practice and learning across the organisation.
4.27 The draft self assessment needs to:

· show how effective the complaints and grievance procedure is in influencing performance with examples of follow through

4.28 As an extension of the information already provided in the draft self assessment it could:

· say more about how the involvement of members in performance meetings is making an impact
· include examples of issues for action produced through the performance group meetings
5.
What has been achieved? 
Theme 5.1: Achievement – Sustainable communities and transport
Strengths:
5.1 The draft self assessment deals in detail with many of the significant strengths under this achievement theme. It rightly identifies that:

· the local economy and job creation has been boosted by the strategic partnership with Capita, Amey and Agilisys
· Cumbria vision and sustainable Cumbria are a sound basis for implementing improvements to the economy and labour market

· there has been a robust approach to addressing the socio-economic consequences of nuclear decommissioning in West Cumbria
· there has been sound progress on improving employment and reducing unemployment. In this context, the 20 year low on employment set against  declining local industries is impressive

· delivery of broadband across the county is a significant achievement
· work on sustainable communities and environmental issues is well structured with good connections to partners
· a sound approach is being taken on developing accessibility planning, linking spatial and transport policies, and the development and control system

· rural proofing is being used as an effective approach to meet the specific needs of rural communities

· work to reduce road accidents is sound and creating an impact
· there are good examples of road schemes to influence the economy
5.2 It is encouraging to see that external funding has been attracted from commercial sponsors to provide for the creation of a master plan for the regeneration of West Cumbria.
5.3 A good sense of purpose exists on how to address the problems around waste management. 
5.1 Whilst local accessibility issues exist these are understood well by stakeholders and are being addressed.
5.2 Area transport advisory groups which advise neighbourhood groups are supportive to community working and the broader principles of delivering sustainable transport solutions. 
Areas to consider:

5.3 Cumbria vision has still not established itself as a body that is acknowledged by all of the interested stakeholders and tensions still exist regarding its role. A clearer connection between its work and that of the CSP needs to be set out.
5.4 The data for 2004-05 shows the Council as the worst performing authority for waste going to landfill. Un-audited data and local belief is that this situation has changed markedly. This needs corroboration and the Council now needs to obtain comparative information from other authorities so that it can bench mark itself more accurately and understand how its achievements compare with others.
5.5 Highways maintenance is a service where there are continuing problems with delivering a satisfactory standard across the network. It is unclear how these issues will be addressed.
5.6 The modelling of behaviours appropriate to waste minimisation is not evident within the Council. Given the prominence of waste management issues as a high priority this is surprising.
5.7 The draft self assessment needs to: 
· say how consultations through the economy forum and the enhancing economic well-being scrutiny panel address satisfaction issues and how the results of consultations are considered 
5.8 As an extension of the information already provided in the draft self assessment it could: 
· be more specific and show with outcomes how it is:

· providing jobs and wealth through direct service provision 

· providing significant material support to others

· giving community leadership
· give more examples of projects delivered through regeneration programmes and agencies such as the west lakes renaissance and the rural regeneration company.
· explain what impact the historic environment strategy has had in promoting regeneration
· give brief examples of programmes delivered by the 12 strategic environmental partnerships
· highlight the role of partners in addressing transport issues
5.9 The impressive work on environmental issues could be emphasised more if examples of outcomes could be included for:

· clean and green liveability issues

· environmentally sustainable communities and lifestyles
5.10 The draft self assessment is very brief on the local housing market sub theme and needs to show something of how the overall ambitions and priorities are reflected in the

· housing strategy – tracked back before the emerging 2006 strategy 

· homelessness strategy
· community strategy

· supporting people strategy

· development plans

Theme 5.2: Achievement – Safer and Stronger communities

Strengths:

5.11 There is a robust approach to safer communities, which connects into a wider Council agenda and has good engagement with key partners. It is obvious that a huge amount of energy exists at an operational level on safer community issues but a degree of reticence is perceived at a strategic level.
5.12 The structure for addressing anti social behaviour is sound. 
5.13 Whilst the overall approach to addressing the impact of drugs and alcohol shown in the draft self assessment seems appropriate it does not give an impression of doing more than the basic – is there a better story to be told?
5.14 An appropriate approach is being taken on the reduction of fire and road traffic accidents and impressive programmes of work are being carried out by the fire and rescue service across the broader corporate agenda.
5.15 The Councils experiences in addressing external emergencies come through well in the draft self assessment and emergency planning is well regarded with good countywide plans and ongoing planning.
5.16 There is a structured approach to community involvement and engagement with good connections to voluntary organisations. An example of empowering communities is voice connect watch – a database of 25,000 people in neighbourhood watch.
5.17 Partnership activities operate in an atmosphere of openness and sharing with a clear commitment to work together. There is realism in how much more needs to be done and recognition of the need to agree and work on a few achievable priorities that are owned by all.
Areas to consider
5.18 Not all services are giving support to the crime and disorder reduction partnerships. Whilst the fire and rescue service is actively connected, others such as education and social services related services are not.

5.19 The absence of a youth service has allowed connexions and the voluntary sector to pick up some of the work and the activity now under way to re-establish an integrated approach to the youth service needs to dovetail in and provide a continuity of engagement through sensitive commissioning.

5.20 The draft self assessment needs to: 
· say what is being done regarding race equality, addressing disadvantage and integration of communities
· say more about the work on drugs rehabilitation

5.21 As an extension of the information already provided in the draft self assessment it could:
· say more about the outcomes from its work in developing stronger communities
Theme 5.3: Achievement – Healthier communities

Strengths:

5.22 The identified theme of improving Cumbrians health and well being, as an overarching theme of the 2006 Council plan is a good step forward. 

5.23 The partners involved with healthier communities are very positively minded with a good appreciation of the issues and can make good connections between activities and the groups working in those areas.
5.24 There is good involvement from members with much of the work on healthier communities being directed towards older people. This is helped by the broader remit of the director and portfolio holder to promote independence as a whole council approach. Partners are also engaging well and the scrutiny panel has produced sound work on teenage pregnancies which has included the views of young people.

5.25 There are many good initiatives with a healthy community focus being undertaken across directorates. Examples are the tackling of obesity through the schools meals service and smoking cessation support by specialist midwifes. The promotion of independence in older people is significant in the  thinking of health related agencies

Areas to consider
5.26 The draft self assessment contains little detail on the work being undertaken. Whilst the Council is involved in health issues around intermediate care services, in delivering integrated mental health schemes and hosting surestart, more needs to be said about partnership progress in promoting healthier communities and reducing health inequalities.
Theme 5.4: Achievement – Older people
Strengths:

5.27 The draft self assessment identifies that sound mechanisms exist and others are being developed for engagement with older people.  This has led to some good progress in delivering comprehensive and coordinated services to older people, including; a joint occupational therapy equipment service; a single assessment process for older people; reducing the numbers of delayed discharges; improving the number of direct payments; the virtual care village bid; and partnership work to ensure that older people access benefits.
5.28 Partners speak highly about the engagement with the Council and there is an enthusiasm and pride amongst staff who think they are doing well and strongly want this to be recognised.
Areas to consider:

5.29 The Council has acknowledged that its strategic approach to older people needs to be further developed and that cross Council cooperation is under developed. It now needs to be clearer about how these will be addressed; what contribution or impact the emerging older peoples plan will make; and how the proposed structure of adult services will assist. 
5.30 Partners have concerns that the decision making processes around commissioning lack transparency. 
5.31 Significant savings are projected for adult services but it is unclear whether these are achievable if services are to be provided to all of the people who were entitled to receive them.
5.32 Some managers are concerned that they have limited access to good data on older people and that there needs to be a higher level of engagement. 
5.33 The draft self assessment needs to: 
· show more succinctly how it has developed a strategic approach to older people
· indicate what is being done to address the identified partnership difficulties such as supporting people and learning disabilities.

5.34 As an extension of the information already provided in the draft self assessment it could:
· say more about inter agency agreements with others which impact on older people.
Theme 5.5: Achievement – Children and young people
5.35 The issues for children and young people are dealt with in detail in the separate joint area review report produced concurrently with this report.
6.
Comments on the Council’s draft self assessment  

General comments on draft self assessment
6.1 The draft self assessment does not follow sufficiently closely the Audit Commission guidance on structure and content. It is part story and part detail but does not address either well enough. It is not sufficiently focussed; is too wordy, uses too much secondary evidence and misses key connections to primary evidence.

6.2 The sub themes under theme 5 Achievement deal too much with inputs and not enough with outcomes or achievements on the ground. This theme needs to contain a larger number of examples of changes and improvements delivered.
6.3 Many of the paragraphs in the draft could be moved to other sections to create greater impact and to tie in more closely with the flow of the key lines of enquiry. Any cross over of pits could be addressed by signposting from subsidiary references to the primary reference position.

6.4 Many issues are raised throughout the report that are showing the inputs but not the outcomes that have been delivered. The use of crisp examples would assist the understanding of the reader.

Context section

6.5 The Audit Commission guidance on completion of the context section provides a structure using issues being faced by the Council. It may be helpful to a broader partnership understanding to use the issues identified by the CSP:

· Rapid change and dramatic decline in Cumbria’s relative wealth

· Poor health and problems of social exclusion

· Lack of the necessary types of housing and the need for affordable housing

· Outward migration of young people and an ageing population

· Inadequate road and rail infrastructure and transport resources

6.6 The opportunities for improvement could similarly be structured around the CSP’s wish for :

· Diversified economy

· Improved communications

· Rural regeneration

· High quality tourism

· Balanced housing market

Ken Lloyd on behalf of SOLACE Enterprises

January 2006
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