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Report Summary  
 
Introduction  
 

1. The Centre for Public Scrutiny (CfPS) was commissioned by Eden District Council 
(CDC) to advise and support an internally-led review on the effectiveness and impact 
of their current approach to overview and scrutiny.  
 

2. We would like to thank those elected scrutiny members, cabinet members, and 
officers who took part in interviews, survey and observations for their time, insights 
and honesty. 
 

3. We are especially grateful to Vivien Little and Claire Watters for their help and 
support in arranging the review and during our time visiting the council.   

 

 
Scope and methodology  
 

4. The review assessed the current approach to scrutiny with options and 
recommendations aimed at improving its impact and effectiveness. We explored the 
value and impact of scrutiny in terms of:  
 

• Effectively holding the executive to account 

• The effectiveness of its structure  

• Contributing to policy-making 

• Acting as a voice for the public  

• Whether scrutiny is organised in the best way to have an impact and move at pace 

• Its overall value to the council’s effectiveness 
 

5. Specific areas to be included were:  
 
- How well the role of scrutiny is understood within the council by members and 

officers and the perception of its value? 
- How the public are considered in the work of scrutiny?  
- How focused and well managed the work programmes are in relation to corporate 

priorities and issues of immediate concern?  
- How effectively scrutiny constructively challenges executive decisions and policy?  
- How much impact scrutiny has had, for example in relation to the performance of 

the council, its impact within the District?  
- The working relationship between members and officers 
- Behaviours and cultural influences 
- Support provided to scrutiny 
- How members are trained and supported to undertake scrutiny and how this 

contributes to their broader development?  
 
 

6. The principle queries we used for evidence gathering were:   
 

• The observations, experiences and expectations of members and officers in 
relation to their work or exposure to scrutiny 
 

• Consistent understanding of scrutiny purpose 
 

• What do people want to be different?   
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• What would good look like for Eden DC?  
 

• What works already? 
 

• What new things could be tried?  
  
  
 

7. Evidence gathering included:  
 

• Desk research of key council documents: constitution, agendas, minutes, work 
programme, etc  

• Member survey  

• Interviews with key members, officers and partner stakeholders  
 

A copy of the member survey results can be found at Appendix A and details of the 
interviews undertaken can be found at Appendix B. 

 
 
Summary of findings  
 
Context  
 

8. The importance of good governance and the value of accountability and openness in 
local government is well documented. Scrutiny is a key contributor. In the context of 
significant public sector challenges the need for clear accountability and robust 
scrutiny is even more significant. The recent The Ministry of Housing, Communities 
and Local Government’s (formerly the Department for Communities and Local 
Government) Select Committee review into local government scrutiny confirmed this 
need for strong effective scrutiny and new Government guidance is about to be 
published. Our review, findings and recommendations have considered the 
draft/proposed new guidance. For Eden Council it is important that scrutiny 
challenges but more importantly, actively contributes to the strategic and operational 
working of a well performing council which is focused on strengthening its local 
economy whilst maximising the use of its resources and opportunities. 
 

9. Many councils have been undergoing significant change and transformation. Eden’s 
approach to commercialisation, housing, economic development and new 
approaches to service delivery is helping the council to respond to present and future 
challenges. It recognises the need to develop its economy and address its aging 
population demographic through appropriate housing and employment opportunities. 
The district is also geographically widespread with many remote rural communities, 
presenting multiple needs. Its latest master plan for Penrith is not universally 
supported and faces opposition from both within the council and local community. 
The council is working hard to address concerns and communicate its ambitions for 
the area.   

10. Eden’s scrutiny function therefore has more to do. It must be responsive and flexible 
and to use its time and resource more intelligently. Its focus and direction must be 
directed towards the high impact, high value core business areas. Unfortunately, 
although it recognises this it has often been distracted by other issues which are 
arguably less connected to the council’s goals and objectives and have less influence 
on crucial policies, strategies and decisions.  
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11. Eden has elections in May 2019. It may present a timely opportunity for the council to 
consider a fresh start for scrutiny, to reset and establish how it will operate moving 
forward and its future role in shaping, improving and delivering council strategic plans 
alongside its fundamental check and balance responsibilities. 

12. An induction plan for new and existing members following the May election has 
recently been approved by Cabinet this report may further support this process. 

 
An appraisal of current overview and scrutiny 
 

13. Council approach to scrutiny: Scrutiny is well managed and runs efficiently as a 
function.   
 
An internal review of its scrutiny function proposed changes to its committee structure 
and roles. However, the review recommendations were not adopted, and further 
consideration was postponed with an intention to consult more widely and obtain 
external input from CfPS.  
 
New Government scrutiny guidance has not been officially published although CfPS 
has been closely involved in its drafting and is aware of its content. We have 
therefore incorporated this in our review. 
 

14. The council is keen to evolve scrutiny to ensure it is making an appropriate and 
positive contribution to how the council now operates within the continuing uncertain 
climate for local government and pressures on how the district will economically 
develop. Members and officers told us that they would like scrutiny to develop to 
more appropriately align to the corporate priorities and to contribute positively to 
policy shaping, testing, and supporting performance improvement through effective 
challenge. 

 
Based on the interviews and feedback received, it is widely recognised that scrutiny 
could add more value given the time and effort that the council dedicates to the 
function.  
 
There is also a desire by the council leadership to be democratically and publicly 
accountable for their policies and decisions. Generally, members enjoy scrutiny, and 
some do not see it as underperforming, but all members and officers want it to 
achieve more and develop a more constructive role. 
 
 

15. Scrutiny’s purpose and democratic accountability. Most members recognise the 
role of scrutiny as holding to account the executive, the organisation and to ensure 
that services are delivered efficiently and offer good value. Few members extended 
the role of scrutiny to its strategic task of shaping and influencing policy and decision-
making. 
 
The structures and support around scrutiny are helpful in involving councillors in the 
process of trying to understand the work programme. Members of scrutiny are given 
considerable opportunity to ‘get stuck into’ the big issues that are on the Executives 
agenda. Members and officers recognise that scrutiny can make a positive 
contribution to the future decision-making of the council. Scrutiny is also used as a 
helpful way to give officers feedback on progress and performance of service 
delivery. Scrutiny allows councillors (particularly new ones) to get a deeper 
understanding of the organisation/services. 
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We were consistently told The Council Leader and Executive Members make 
themselves readily available to scrutiny committees to be challenged and held to 
account. There is no party whip present in committee, although members may vote 
collectively along party lines. Members from all political groups and independents can 
speak freely. This does provide greater scope for the ‘independent mindedness’ of 
scrutiny (a very useful part of good scrutiny) and non-political consensus building.  
 
Executive Members regularly attend and provide reports on their decisions and 
progress on their portfolio responsibilities. Scrutiny committees do not however fully 
exercise this opportunity to effectively drill down and test and challenge these reports. 
These opportunities tend to be information exchanges and conversations. Executive 
members feel that they are generally unchallenged and that they would welcome a 
sharper exchange that explored the issues and challenges more deeply.  
 
The Chair of the main scrutiny committee – the Scrutiny Co-ordination Board is 
Chaired by a councillor from the main opposition group. This is written into the council 
constitution and is generally recognised as good practice. 
 

 

16. Clarity of vision/the corporate plan. There is a lack of understanding or visibility of 
the council’s corporate plan in the work of scrutiny. The main corporate objectives 
can be generally described by some members but there is inconsistent understanding 
about how the Corporate plan is connected to other key council plans such as the 
Budget/MTFP, Portfolio plans, Local Plan and Master Plan – plus other strategic and 
key delivery plans. Subsequently there is no visible ‘golden thread’ of scrutiny that 
flows through the creation and implementation of these crucial documents and their 
active role in driving the council and serving the community. Members of scrutiny may 
be unaware of this and the need to prioritise and develop a methodology to tackling 
these big, fundamental and critical strategic plans.  There is broad appreciation that 
scrutiny can do more, but members will need to develop skills, understanding and 
ambition to help scrutiny to play a full and active role. Without such change scrutiny 
may fail to keep pace with change and its impact within the council diluted further. 

 
We were provided with little evidence of the role of scrutiny in setting the council’s 
corporate plan refresh, budget or medium-term financial plan. Scrutiny of these areas 
is superficial and lacks enough rigour to be useful and effective. Again, Members are 
keen to do more, but may require support and development to improve this vital 
scrutiny task.  

 
 

17. Scrutiny work programme and committee structure. There is certainly a lot of 
scrutiny activity happening in Eden, with three permanent committees and several 
task and finish groups.  
 
Each of the three main committee meets 5/6 times per municipal year. Agendas can 
be dominated by up-date reports and briefing papers. We could find little evidence of 
obvious areas where scrutiny members proposed, planned and conduct a dedicated 
scrutiny exercise of an area of policy development, forward plans or key decisions. 
 
Again, we could not evidence that there has been any scrutiny time given to the 
Penrith Master Plan. This is surprising given its importance and level of community 
concern.  
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Agendas are usually full, and many reports are comprehensive. Members found it 
difficult to identify examples where scrutiny is making a difference or adding value. It 
is difficult to quantify the scrutiny ‘product’. Generally, scrutiny was described as 
being rather ineffective in relation to impact and relevance, with a lack of rationale 
behind what scrutiny decides is important and selects for its work programme. 
 
The work programme evolves through a consultation process involving communities 
and interested external organisations. This ‘long-list’ is filtered and prioritised in a 
member workshop which finally selects items for its work programme and task 
groups. This consultation process and public involvement is commendable, although 
it appears to inevitably squeeze out potentially more important or ‘mission critical’ 
subjects. Scrutiny committees currently appear to lack a balanced approach and clear 
rationale for prioritising its work between council priorities, community concerns, 
service delivery and internal performance.  
 
Scrutiny committees and scrutiny members may be over reliant on officer input and 
direction. 

 
18. The quality of scrutiny undertaken/behaviours. Most scrutiny takes place in 

committees and there is little evidence of members acting as a team with clear lines 
of inquiry. This is leaving space for un-co-ordinated individual questions (often 
focused on specific ward issues), some of which result in scrutiny happening but not 
usually by design.  

 
19. Evaluation and review. An annual report is produced which sets out the activities 

and achievements of scrutiny. It was however difficult for members and officers to 
recall where scrutiny had made an impact during the year.  

 
20. The scrutiny support function. The function is well-supported by a dedicated team 

of officers with a strong mix of experience and skills. Members and officers are well 
engaged and positive about their role. There are known processes for work 
programming planning, agenda setting and managing the meetings.  
 
 

Summary of recommendations  
 

21. For Eden to continue as a high performing council and to reflect changes to how it 
operates, there are some areas where it could consider making changes:  

22. Impact and effectiveness of the current structure. The council has already 
considered changes to its committee structure. It seems timely to consider a new 
structure that will reflect how a modern council operates. A review of the existing 
scrutiny model to create a slim and smarter structure could provide the following 
benefits:  
 

• An opportunity to better align with the council’s priorities or Cabinet portfolios.  

• Give a clearer view of the purpose of scrutiny and an opportunity for members 
to improve their knowledge by focusing on a specific area of council business.  

• Utilise the best skills available in the member group and focus training and 
support.   

• Reflect the fact that council staffing has reduced in recent years.  

• An ability to concentration scrutiny resources, time and effort on the important 
matters 
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This review recommended that the council revisit its committee structure. It may 
consider a model now successfully used in other, some much larger councils, of a 
single Overview and Scrutiny Select Committee. This would be a 12-member 
scrutiny committee that would focus on a corporate-strategic agenda dedicated to 
pre-scrutiny and the scrutiny of the council plan, medium term financial plan, 
budget and other key areas of corporate business. This focus of this scrutiny 
structure would capture all the important areas of the council’s business. 

 
In addition, agile task and finish groups could add useful, interesting and targeted 
scrutiny capacity. Potentially, two T&FGs could each have set chairs or leads, and 
possibly vice or deputy leads. Each T&FG would have 6 or 8 members. Members 
would select or be drawn from a pool of scrutiny councillors and join a T&FG 
based on their interest or experience. Members would be able to switch between 
groups and the T&FGs would therefore offer agility to bring together teams to 
address specific issues. Their outputs would be reports and recommendations to 
the executive. A maximum of two projects per T&FG per year with each lasting no 
longer than 3 months to complete would provide a useful scrutiny and 
investigative capability. The tasks and scoping could be discussed, and outlines 
agreed, in a triangulation meeting between officers, scrutiny members and 
executive members. 

 
 
23.  Agree scrutiny’s role and purpose. All members (including executive) and officers 

could create a scrutiny mission and agree its purpose. An agreed shared view of 
scrutiny’s role and purpose is vital.  
 

24. Democratically accountable, publicly held to account. It is the duty of scrutiny to 
publicly hold decision makers to account. Our review suggests that scrutiny currently 
falls short. It could offer greater impact through more penetrating enquiry and 
curiosity about the major plans and intentions of the executive and to demonstrate 
that it has been thorough in its testing and challenge of these. 

 
25. More focused work programming – The work programme is currently based on 

portfolio reports and routine items. Many items are part of an annual, rolling 
programme of review with little challenge where scrutiny adds value. There is an 
opportunity here for a collaborative approach to work planning, led by members which 
reflects the needs of residents, council priorities and builds in flexibility to respond as 
issues arise. A triangulation between scrutiny, officers and executive members may 
help to design a more focused and prioritised work programme. Scrutiny and 
executive need to work more collaboratively on the executive forward plan. This 
would allow space and scope for pre-scrutiny to help test, shape, advise and 
recommend improvements. 

 
 

26. Member training and development. Members are very keen to improve, but many 
lack basic scrutiny skills. Members would benefit for collectively receiving the same 
essential skills training, alongside extended key skills including researching and 
questioning techniques. Scrutiny chairs and task and finish leaders would also benefit 
from advanced skills training involving objective setting, team-building and other 
leadership essentials. The 2019 District Council Elections present an excellent 
opportunity through the induction of new councillors and training of all councillors 
through the ongoing training programme. 
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Conclusion  
 

27. There are solid foundation stones in place for Eden to make changes which will 
deliver purposeful scrutiny that is valued and makes a difference.  
 
The recommendations in this report require commitment from all scrutiny councillors, 
senior officers and the council’s political leadership. Scrutiny councillors, and the 
officers who support them, cannot make scrutiny effective, and enhance its impact, 
on their own, it is a whole council duty and responsibility. There appears to be an 
appetite for improvement and change. It should therefore be a welcome and well 
supported process that all the council can get behind. 
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Appendix A 

 

See attachment 
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Appendix B 

 
Evidence gathered  
 
On-site – meetings and interviews  
 
Scrutiny members  
 
Scrutiny panel chairs 
 
Opposition councillors 
 
Cabinet members  
 
Leader of the Council 
 
Corporate team supporting scrutiny 
 
External partners  
 
Scrutiny panel observation 
 
Member survey (14 responses) 
 
Document and website review  
 
 
 
 




