Area Boards Evaluation
delegated decision making
By: Steve Milton

1. Introduction:
This has been a difficult area for the Team to evaluate as no real decision making powers were devolved to the Area Boards during the Pilot Phase.  This paper sets out the collected opinions of those who have taken part in the pilot process – officers, members, parishes and partners.
2. Area of Consensus that have emerged from the Pilots
· Area Boards must have local decision making powers or risk becoming ineffectual ‘talking shops’
· Local members are held to account by the electorate based on the quality of services provided in the locality and therefore it is essential that elected members can influence the quality and provision of services in the area through the Area Boards. 

· Decisions that have only a local impact should be determined locally as far as possible, either delegated direct to service users, to local officers in consultation with the Board or delegated to the Board.

· Area Boards are likely to be most interested in the ‘high profile’ public facing services – such as community safety, street scene, transport, education, social services, health and highways – those services that have most direct impact on the wellbeing of the local community. 

· Referral from Area Boards to the Cabinet should be minimised to avoid choking the Cabinet agenda with local issues.

· Equitable service standards should be set centrally following consultation with Area Boards and the Boards should concentrate on assessing the local impact of those services.
· The ‘holding to account’ role of Area Boards should be carefully handled to avoid one part of the council (the Boards) blaming another part of the council (the officers) when things go wrong.  It is recognised that this is more properly a role for scrutiny.
· Local  officers should be required  to bring details of their locality plans to the Board for endorsement – then Boards and officers will be working together collaboratively towards the same agenda.

· While Area Boards should not be involved in the day-to-day running of services they should have some involvement in setting or reviewing local operational priorities.

· Service performance data should be disaggregated to area level to facilitate analysis and comparison.  However, Area Boards could easily become bogged down with excessive performance reports and to avoid this, a system of exception reporting should be designed to highlight issues of particular interest to the Board.
· The Area Chair and the CAM should meet with frontline services in the area periodically to discuss local service issues. 

· Area Boards should be involved as part of the consultative arrangements that support the development of strategic policies that are likely to have a significant impact within the area – such as the  budget, LDF and other strategic policies.
· It is important that service budgets are examined to identify those elements that are linked to strategic service standards and those over which there is some degree of local discretion - which may be influenced by the Area Board. 

· Area Boards need influence to ensure that community area plan priorities are reflected in Council policies. 

· There should be a service protocol setting out those matters over which the Area Boards will be consulted – for example where significant service changes, reductions or closures are planned. 

· Research data should be made available at Community Area level to strengthen evidence based decision making.

· Local service user groups – including management committees – should be able to raise issues with the Area Board as necessary.
· The attendance of Cabinet Portfolio Holders at Area Board meetings provides an opportunity for Boards to feedback information about the local impact of strategic policies and services. 
· It is important that a joint protocol is developed to reinforce a link between Area Boards and Overview and Scrutiny
· Area Boards need to ensure that equitable service standards are maintained across Wiltshire.  To facilitate this, Area Board involvement should be limited to one-off and project based service enhancements rather than alteration of base service standards.
· Area Boards should be viewed as a means of enhancing local accountability of both locally elected representative and frontline service providers.
· Service information needs to be shared between frontline services and partners at local level to inform Area Boards.  In occasional circumstances the Boards may need  to commission local research (from the WC Research Team or externally) to support its role in assessing local services and issues and this should be funded from the delegated funds as appropriate
· Engaging the Board should be part of the ‘day job’ for Frontline Service Officers.  However, it is recognised that this is a two-way process with CAMs working with and supporting FLS at local level.  Joint working and training will support this
· Relationships between Boards and FLS should be encouraged to develop quickly through one-to-one contact between CAM and FLS, regular local networking opportunities involving other partners, briefings for Chairs and members, orientation training for CAMs and shared information.

3. Conclusions:
Delegated powers will be essential if Area Boards are to be effective and remain so in the long term.  Failure to delegate powers will send a conflicted message to FLS and partners.  Involving Area Boards in central policy development including the LAW is more challenging – a separate paper deals with this issue.   If the Board’s role is to try and sort out local problems and concerns, then it needs powers, influence and support from the council to deliver.  One of the most important features of the new area governance arrangements is the opportunity it presents to join-up local services at local level with a clear focus on the identified needs of local communities
4. Recommendations:

a) Provided a decision does not:

· have a significant impact outside of the area concerned, 
· impact significantly on the overall budget or resources of the council,
· contradict any policy or service standard established by the council

· relate to the management of any individual member of staff 

· involve the discharge of regulatory or quasi-judicial functions

it shall fall to be determined by the local Area Board, either directly or through powers delegated from the Board to local officers 

b) Except in the case of regulatory or quasi-judicial matters, any key decision or strategic policy proposal of the council that has or is likely to have a significant impact in the local area, shall be first subject of consultation with the Area Board. 

c) Councillor ‘calls for action’ shall be referred in the first instance to the appropriate Area Board for consideration and thereafter to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee should no local resolution be forthcoming.

d) Local service performance data and budget information should be disaggregated to community area level to facilitate local service assessment by the Area Boards.

e) That a joint protocol be prepared defining the relationship between the Boards and Overview and Scrutiny.

f) That the council’s locality based service plans be submitted to Area Boards for consideration and endorsement prior to implementation.
Quotes:
“Delegated decision making is both possible and necessary”
“Delegated authority is essential for the credibility of Area Boards”

“The Cabinet should consult the Area Board before making a decision that will impact in its area”

“Without real power, Area Boards will be talking shops and doomed to fail.”
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