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	Dear Sirs,
	

	
	


I refer to the above consultation paper regarding the proposals for inspection reform from 2008 and set out the comments of the City Council.  I hope the comments are useful in assisting the development of the revised approach.

The City Council welcomes the paper and the changes proposed. The reduction in the number of inspectorates, along with a reduction in the volume of inspection, is positive in enabling the council to achieve its objectives. The proposals in the paper are mainly at a structural level and the council would welcome the opportunity to comment on detailed proposals as these become available.  The comments below reflect our thoughts concerning a number of the details and do not detract from our overall endorsement of the changes.

I have structured the comments below under the questions posed by the paper.

1 a
What should be the principal purposes of the future inspection regime for local services?

The principle purpose of inspection should be to analyse failing or poorly performing services, with a view to supporting improvement by making real improvement recommendations, and by identifying and putting the service provider in touch with best practise.

The triggers for inspection i.e. the identification of a failing/poorly performing service, could come from a number of areas e.g. PI performance, customer satisfaction, complaints, partner comments, analysis of self-assessment or the like.

Improvement recommendations still need to mature beyond those seen in recent inspection, and inspectors still need to be able to go further to identify best practise organisations to assist authorities to improve.

1 b
How can inspection best support sharper accountability to service uses and citizens?

Inspection needs to develop further to be truly customer focused. A good example is the new approach to CPA corporate assessment – although that approach makes specific commentary on user focus and diversity the scoring methodology gives greater weight to process than it does to outcome. For inspection to sharpen accountability to service users and citizens it needs much greater emphasis on outcome.
2 a 
What is the most appropriate balance to be struck in terms of future inspection of; individual services; individual organisations; joined-up outcomes (across organisations); partnerships?

2 b
How should the future inspection regime reflect an increasing focus on collaboration between local partners to secure outcomes via LAA’s, etc.?

The council believes that assessment and inspection should be seen as separate activities. Assessment, which should be largely desktop based (like the APA for children’s services), should be applied to joined up outcomes and partnership working at an area level, drawing on information from a number of sources – output and outcome PI’s, self assessments, customer satisfaction and views and the like. This assessment should be undertaken in a manner to enable disagregation of the assessment into component organisations such that ‘weak links’ can be identified. This in turn should then be used as a trigger for inspection at the organisation/service level as appropriate.

Assessment and inspection undertaken in this manner would by nature increase focus on collaboration and would drive collaboration via area based assessment.

3 a
Should we move away from a general presumption about programmes of inspection that cover all organisations over a period of time – except in a few specified areas – and more towards inspection triggered by specific evidence of risks and/or poor performance?

Undoubtedly this is the way forward and would sit nicely with the concept of separate assessment and inspection above.

3 b
What part can a programme of randomly sampled, unannounced inspection play in driving up standards of performance across organisations?

The council does not agree with the concept of unannounced inspection. Inspection, in its current form, requires provision of accommodation, access to key staff and members, and organisation of focus groups. All this is resource hungry and requires time to plan and arrange. The council would find this very difficult, and on occasions impossible, to accommodate on an unannounced basis. It is doubtful that such inspections would play a part in driving up standards and may indeed have the opposite effect caused by unplanned upheaval.

A lighter touch approach, perhaps involving ‘mystery shopping’, very limited access to staff, inspectors based off-site, may be achievable, but we would like to be able to comment further as any proposed methodology develops.
4.
We would welcome views on the defined scope of the local services inspectorate’s responsibility for delivering inspection judgements.

The council is satisfied that the role should include those areas identified in paragraph 4.5. 

Our concern, based on experience, is the ability of the inspectorate to make ‘independent, robust, and evidence based judgements’ in a consistent manner across all relevant bodies. We commend the work the Audit Commission has been doing to develop that capacity over the last year or so and should be pleased to see this continuing further.
5.
We would welcome views on whether the local services inspectorate – in common with the other inspectorates – should have a general duty in law to co-operate as described.

The council agrees that the inspectorates should have a general duty to co-operate and would welcome the opportunity to comment on any mechanisms proposed to ensure that duty is fulfilled. 

6. Do you agree with our proposals for the gatekeeper role?

Do you agree that the local services inspectorate should be the gatekeeper for local authorities, fire and rescue authorities, housing associations and registered social landlords, and local partnerships where appropriate?

The council agrees with the proposals for the gatekeeper role in principle. The interface with other inspectorates could have some impact on those services and their relationships with other inspectorates, and there could be implications in cross cutting areas. The council would like to be able to comment further as the approach develops. 

7.
We would welcome your views on our proposal that the local services inspectorate should have all the Audit Commission’s current powers to carry out financial and vfm audit of all local government and non-local government bodies as listed in paragraph 4.17 above.

The council is satisfied that the local services inspectorate should retain those current powers.

8.
We would welcome your comments on whether the local services inspectorate:

(a)
should retain the Audit Commission’s powers to undertake national studies in the same way as at present; i.e. to continue to undertake national studies in local public services, where these will deliver useful outcomes?

(b)
should only have powers to undertake national studies that impact on non-local government sectors subject to the agreement to the inspectorate for that sector;

or

(c)
whether in respect of non-local government bodies the local services inspectorate’s powers should exclude comment on Government policy, in line with current powers in relation to health?

In the council’s opinion option (a) above is the most appropriate, with the proviso that there be a duty to co-operate with other inspectorates, as envisaged in Q5 above. 

9
We would welcome your views on the proposed improvement role for the local services inspectorate – and its limitations.

The council agrees in principle to the improvement role as described in paragraph 4.35 but considers that the inspectorate will need to develop additional capacity to fulfil this role.

In our experience inspection has previously made recommendations for improvement, but has often not commented ‘about ways in which services…can be improved’. This requires a much greater understanding of the circumstances in which the service operates, and the differences between different councils, than currently exists. Further, there have been a number of occasions where this authority has asked for information on best practise, but that information has not been able to be provided. For the inspectorate to add better value and truly support improvement it will need to further develop capacity in these areas.

10
We would welcome initial views, based on your opinions on the future role of inspection, about future funding arrangements.

In the councils view option 3 is the most appropriate way forward.

Many councils that perform poorly in some areas do so due, in part, to financial pressures, and an increased financial burden from inspection often does little to help improvement. It would be more helpful in such circumstances if inspection costs were covered by central grant arrangements.

The council does not agree with your view that the financial cost of inspection is an incentive for good performance. Council’s incentive to perform well is customer centric, not driven by cost of inspection.

I hope the above comments are a useful contribution in helping develop the future arrangements for inspection.

Yours faithfully,

J.C.WILLIS

CHIEF EXECUTIVE. 
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