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Preface 
 
Overview and Scrutiny (O&S) is a major arena in which two thirds 
of the City Council’s membership play a part in the governance of 
Birmingham, influencing improvements in services and the plans to 
improve conditions for our citizens. So while this sixth annual report 
of O&S to City Council is in my name, to a degree it allows 
Councillors to summarise for each other, as well as the public, an 
account of the work many of us have undertaken throughout the 
year. It also highlights some of the key areas on which we intend to 
focus in the year ahead. 

 

We have had active O&S Committees and a strong team of Chairmen throughout the 
year, both before and after changes made at May’s Annual Council Meeting. Of the 
previous Chairmen, former Councillor Margaret Sutton stood down from the City 
Council, whilst Cllrs Karen Hamilton and Mark Hill retired from their portfolios. Cllrs 
Timothy Huxtable and Len Clark both moved across to the Executive, where they 
continue to use their scrutiny skills to good effect. But our team is by no means any 
weaker as a result, with Cllr Neville Summerfield joining us from the Cabinet as 
Chairman of the Vulnerable Children O&S Committee; Cllr Jerry Evans taking on the 
new combined Transportation and Regeneration portfolio; and Cllr Fergus Robinson 
becoming the first Chairman of the Finance O&S Committee. I have long supported the 
idea of a full committee looking at financial affairs; the need for this in the current 
economic climate is surely self-evident. 

 

At officer level, this year saw the retirement of O&S Director, John Cade, who had led 
the team since the function began ten years ago. The Scrutiny Office is currently 
headed by Nick Partridge as Acting Director, and despite a gradual reduction in 
numbers, the staff continue to deliver work of exceptional quality and high productivity. 
This dedicated resource is complemented by the team of link officers, senior managers 
from across the Council, who bring their professional advice and expertise to many of 
our inquiries; and of course by the Committee Managers, part of the Legal and 
Democratic Services Division. 

 

This year has been a successful one for our Scrutiny Members in terms of recognition 
beyond the city. The first notable achievement occurred in February, when Cllr Deirdre 
Alden was named ‘Scrutineer of the Year’ at the Local Government Information Unit Cllr 
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Awards 2010, for the former Health O&S Committee’s work around ‘Swine Flu 
preparedness’.  

 

In June we received further recognition, with Cllr Len Clark winning the ‘Raising the 
Profile’ category at the Centre for Public Scrutiny (CfPS) Annual awards. In addition our 
recently retired Director, John Cade, was short listed for ‘Practitioner of the Year’. We 
are now the only local authority O&S function to have won a CfPS award in each of 
three consecutive years. We believe we can say that O&S in Birmingham is leading the 
way nationally. 

 

Through O&S work, Members of the Council can represent the views and needs of their 
constituents, help Birmingham through the economic and financial difficulties by being 
hard-headed in the pursuit of better value for public money, and tackle the inefficiencies 
caused by silo working not only within the City Council but, increasingly, between the 
Council and other public services. The idea of bringing public services and their budgets 
together - known variously throughout the year as “Total Place”, “area-based budgeting” 
and “community budgeting” - holds great promise. On the one hand, success in this 
should bring radical improvements to living conditions in Birmingham at lower costs. On 
the other, finding robust ways of bringing together public organisations with different 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The basis of O&S work, as set out in the City Council’s constitution, is that operating 
through all-party committees we analyse performance and make suggestions for policy 
development so as to add value to the work of the Council’s Executive and also of the 
Council’s major partners. 

 

There is potentially so much that could be examined, so we have to choose topics for 
investigation very carefully, and be very clear which subjects require an in-depth inquiry. 
The foremost priority this year has been to ensure that Birmingham has been able to 
manage the difficulties resulting from the national economic situation and emerge from 
the recession, generate recovery and growth, and continue to improve outcomes for its 
one million residents. To do this we have focused on a number of cross cutting themes 
such as: 

 

• increasing efficiency and value for money; 

• promoting effective partnership working; 

• seeking to improve services, through Business Transformation and other means; 

• improving the local economy and tackling worklessness; 

• supporting Birmingham’s longer term growth agenda. 

 

This report provides a short account of the work we have carried out during 2010 and 
what is currently underway. It is structured under the headings of moving the city 
forward; responding to people’s concerns; and moving the Council forward as an 
organisation. 

 

Overview of the year 

Overall, O&S Committees have reported on 13 major inquiries (overviews or reviews) 
this year, resulting in a total of approximately 140 recommendations and other 
suggestions to Council. In addition to their regular work programmes, 9 reviews are 
currently underway across the O&S Committees. 

 

Recommendations are tracked for progress once they are accepted by City Council to 
ensure that the Executive is acting on the advice provided. Committees are finding that 
recommendations are generally not completed to suggested timescales, but good 
progress is made. Of the recommendations tracked this year, 27% were signed off as 
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having been achieved, although a third of these have been achieved beyond the 
expected deadline. 

 

Occasionally Members have considered that they may be a case for asking the 
Executive to reconsider a specific decision. There have been 6 occasions this calendar 
year when an O&S Committee has considered whether a decision should be referred 
back. In only 1 of these 6 instances did the Committee decide to ask the Cabinet to 
reconsider.  

 

The above highlights just some of the valuable work Members have undertaken. The 
following are some further examples of key work undertaken by O&S this year. 
 
 
MOVING THE CITY FORWARD 
 

The economic challenge Birmingham faces, along with the rest of the country, is 
significant. The Government is clear that business is the driver of economic growth and 
innovation and urgent action is needed to boost enterprise. Much of the work 
undertaken by O&S Committees has been focused to varying degrees on how 
Birmingham can come out of the recession in the best possible position and be well 
placed to grow throughout the recovery. It has also emphasised the importance of 
partnership working, which has formed a significant aspect of the various investigations 
undertaken. 
 
Driving forward recovery 

To support the City Council in setting the right conditions for growth and innovation, the 
Transportation and Regeneration O&S Committee, led by Cllr Jerry Evans, this year 
commenced a scrutiny review of ‘Supporting the Recovery’ in Birmingham. This is of 
course potentially a very broad subject, but the starting point for Members was talking to 
businesses within the city to better understand how the City Council can ensure that 
Birmingham is an easy place to do business. There are two parts to this:  
 

• exploring what businesses believe are ideal conditions in which to start and 
expand a business;  

• understanding what businesses want from the City Council in terms of services. 
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employment levels in Birmingham. A key aspect is understanding what the Council’s 
role is in this and ensuring that we are focusing our limited resources on what the 
Birmingham economy actually needs. With this in mind, Members are speaking to a 
range of local and locally based businesses, such as Rolls Royce Goodrich Engine 
Control Systems, the Green Transport Company and Wesleyan insurance. 

 

Given the range of portfolios this affects, Members will take any emerging views and 
ideas back to relevant Cabinet Members and senior officers to explore practical ways in 
which the City Council can facilitate these conditions and provide relevant services. The 
Committee will present a report in April, focusing down on how the City Council can 
encourage private investment in the city to increase employment.  

 

Encouraging growth in the city 

Cross committee information sharing has proved valuable and will continue to increase 
in the coming year. For example to supplement the work of the Supporting Recovery 
review, and to look at progress on its own review, the Co-ordinating O&S Committee 
have this year been examining progress on the recommendations in their 2009 Growth 
Agenda report. This report highlighted several themes which should be considered in 
promoting growth, including education and skills, sustainability and quality of life issues 
such as housing and transport.  With such a wide range of topics to cover, the 
Committee has focused on a particular theme at each meeting to allow sufficient time 
for each area to be investigated in depth.  

 

Members were interested in hearing from those working across the city, whether private 
businesses or partners of the City Council, to find out what was happening on the 
ground and what the perceived pressures and possible solutions are in the current 
climate. The first of these sessions covered digital technology and its impact on quality 
of life factors. Representatives from the Digital Birmingham partnership and UK 
Broadband, a company who are working with Birmingham City Council and partners to 
install a 4G city-wide network, attended to outline their progress and vision for the city. 
A second session on Skills and the Economy was held, in which members met with the 
Managing Director of Birmingham Science Park Aston and a representative from the 
Birmingham Future network to discuss how Birmingham supports its innovators, 
graduates and entrepreneurs. The transition Birmingham is witnessing towards a 
knowledge based economy highlighted for Members the importance of Science and 
Technology in education. In addition the discussion highlighted the need to develop a 
set of core skills in the city’s graduates, potentially by linking universities more closely 
with businesses to deliver work experience and other schemes to boost graduate 
potential.  
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Promoting Birmingham  

Several of the O&S Committees have been separately examining topics key to the city’s 
growth agenda. This includes how inward investment and growth can be generated 
through Birmingham’s appeal both as a business and cultural destination – is it 
somewhere people want to come and live and work? We know the answer to that is a 
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business world, the previous Government introduced a new series of qualifications in 
English, Maths and ICT called “functional skills”. These were intended to create a 
platform upon which to develop other important abilities like communication, team 
working, presentation, and problem solving.  

 

Members of the Children and Education O&S Committee were concerned about the 
perception, particularly from several business leaders, that some young people were 
leaving school without the necessary skills in English and Maths to engage successfully 
as citizens, progress in further learning, or secure good jobs within the city. Therefore 
the Committee undertook a piece of work to clarify how Birmingham would ensure that 
the introduction of Functional Skills qualifications would help all young people leave 
school with at least basic levels of literacy and numeracy.  

 

Committee members spoke to local colleges, employers, schools and young people to 
find out their views on the matter. They also visited Nechells and Brandwood for two 
rewarding and eye-opening sessions with young people who had emerged from school 
with little in the way of qualifications and were using NEET (Not in Education, 
Employment or Training) programmes to gain a second chance for themselves.  
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• The effects on existing physical space within the school i.e. playground, staff car 
parking etc; 

• Implications for workforce remodelling (additional teachers, non-teaching staff 
etc); 

• Concerns raised by parents and the wider community. 

 

Sustainability and growth 

The ‘green’ agenda has been recognised as a key area of work for the Council with the 
Executive creating a Cabinet Committee on Climate Change. This is also an area in 
which O&S has invested considerable time.  

 

Most of the Council’s focus on recycling and waste is on domestic waste – an important 
service which residents expect from the Council and a key environmental issue. 
However, domestic waste is by no means the majority of the three million plus tonnes of 
waste generated in Birmingham each year. Most comes from businesses, construction 
and demolition.  

 

In October 2009, Members of the then Transportation and Street Services O&S 
Committee, led at that time by Cllr Karen Hamilton, commenced evidence gathering to 
determine if there was more the City Council can and should do to increase levels of 
business recycling, reduce waste and increase reuse of “waste” materials across the 
city. The review aimed to investigate whether there were benefits to businesses, as well 
as the city as a whole, in greater involvement of the City Council. The review supported 
the City Council at a time of change and budget pressures, as waste is a cost for the 
City Council in terms of fly-tipping. Recycling waste can help to reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions which can contribute significantly towards the City Council’s objective of 
reducing carbon dioxide across Birmingham. Members also noted the cost of waste to 
business, and looked at what would help small businesses to manage this pressure. 

 

The key to meeting this objective by the City Council was to encourage businesses to 
follow the waste hierarchy of prevent, reuse and recycle waste where possible. 
Members learned that the City Council can also play a role in promoting recycling to 
businesses and advising and signposting businesses to ensure that legal 
responsibilities relating to disposal of waste are met. On the whole, the Committee 
agreed that there were areas where the City Council could play a greater role. 
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The Government has agreed that Birmingham will be one of sixteen areas piloting the 
idea of “community budgets”, which will pool budgets and allow the City Council and its 
partner’s greater flexibility to work across boundaries in health, policing, worklessness 
and child poverty. 
 

As part of this, the Coordinating O&S Committee has established a task and finish 
group including Members plus representatives of the Police Authority, the voluntary 
sector and the Chamber of Commerce. This group will look at how firm partners’ 
understanding of and commitm
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• Scrutinising the Working Neighbourhoods Fund (WNF) in relation to the £46m 
allocated to the Birmingham Economic Development Partnership (BEDP). This 
includes locally commissioned employment and skills interventions 
(Neighbourhood and Constituency Employment and Skills Plans). The WNF is 
due to cease in March 2011 and the Committee is reviewing exit strategies; 

 

• Receiving regular updates on the progress made against the West Midlands ESF 
Co-Financing Plan, which has a budget of £113.4m for the period 2007 to 2010. 
Previously administered by the City Council, the Skills Funding Agency is now 
the accountable body. The Committee remain concerned about the lack of 
performance data available for Birmingham, contract management arrangements 
and the lack of opportunities for third sector organisations to bid for work. The 
Committee expects these issues to be addressed in the next phase, the 2011 to 
2013 plan. 

 

The Committee remains concerned about worklessness and the City Council’s role in 
tackling it. A number of issues reoccur: the need to track individuals who undertake job 
training or other courses to understand better the outcomes; co-operation with partners 
(in particular data sharing) and how new developments and growth are linked to 
employment. This latter point is a critical 
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examined, using cricket as a case study. It is hoped that new ways of working will be 
developed. As part of this review, the progress of the Birmingham Sports and Physical 
Activity Partnership is also being examined. 

 

The review began in September 2010 with evidence gathering by a sub-group of the 
Committee, led by Cllr Paula Smith. Written representations were requested and a 
morning of site visits took place in October which included Perry Hall Playing Fields, 
Handsworth Park and Holford Drive. 

 

The demand for allotments 

In the autumn of 2009, Members of the Leisure, Sport and Culture O&S Committee 
became aware of articles in the media highlighting the surge in demand for allotments 
from residents. Local press articles suggested that there were areas of Birmingham that 
were suffering from a shortage of plots and lengthening waiting lists. At the same time, 
the Government were expressing concern about the challenges facing the global food 
supply and the dangers of escalating obesity. 

 

As a result Members agreed to undertake a Scrutiny Review of Allotments, which was 
led by Cllr Roger Harmer. Written representations were received and plot holders from 
several sites were invited to a meeting of the Committee. The report was presented to 
Council in October 2010. 

 

The Review found that the Council’s pl 
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Making communities safe 
To support the City Council’s key priority to help residents “stay safe” the Local Services 
and Community Safety O&S Committee investigated the impact of drug and alcohol 
misuse on Birmingham’s residents. The focus of the report was on the community 
safety impact and the interventions being put in place to mitigate this. Evidence 
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Progress against implementation of these recommendations has now been examined 
for the first time and the Committee was pleased to hear of the measures which have 
been put in place to strengthen partnership ties and reinvigorate the relationship 
between the Police, Council and communities. The Scrutiny Review has led to a wider 
examination of the partnership structure, revealing the need for the community to 
become more integrated into its work. The Committee will continue to monitor the 
partnership until it passes responsibility over to the Local Services and Community 
Safety O&S Committee as the review recommended that the Cabinet Member takes 
responsibility for the operational aspects of the partnership. 
 
Community consultation and partnership working 
Involving communities in partnership work is vital in many areas. This year O&S has 
investigated other areas in which partnership working, especially with communities, 
needed improvement. 
 
Project Champion is a counter terrorism initiative in Birmingham managed by West 
Midlands Police. The Project consists of 216 close circuit television (CCTV) and 
automatic number plate recognition (ANPR) surveillance cameras within two 
Constituencies. From April 2010, following installation work, this has been subject to 
much criticism from many local residents and Members. It has also received some 
national attention. Led by Cllr James Hutchings, Members of the Local Services and 
Community Safety O&S Committee took the decision to carry out a very quick review, 
with evidence gathering in August and results presented to City Council in November. 
This was intended to provide a quick and effective response to the concerns being 
raised, especially by local residents.  

 

The keys lines of enquiry were two fold. The first key question was an examination of 
whether the installation of large numbers of CCTV and ANPR cameras concentrated in 
specific areas was beneficial and justifiable. We received no positive evidence from the 
police or anybody else that this was the case. There is a balance to be achieved 
between acceptable surveillance and excessive intrusion into personal freedom and 
privacy. Members were clear that Project Champion overstepped this boundary and that 
the Project was unacceptable in the way it was constructed to target the Muslim 
community. However, they also acknowledged that appropriate, local CCTV schemes in 
Birmingham do have widespread support. 

 

The second line of enquiry related to learning lessons from Project Champion in order to 
make recommendations for improving communication, Councillor and community 
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consultation and partnership working. Consultation for the project was woefully 
inadequate and a number of the recommendations relate to improving communication 
and consultation. Birmingham does have an Open Space CCTV Strategy, but this had 
not been followed. O&S asked that this be updated, strengthened and embedded into 
the working practices of the partners. Finally some recommendations were made 
regarding reviewing and strengthening reporting procedures. 

 

In addition to the recommendations to the City Council and the Safer Birmingham 
Partnership, a number of suggested actions were made to the Police and to the Police 
Authority which we shall ask for feedback on.  

 

This was a difficult review to conduct – it gave us no pleasure to criticise colleagues in 
the public service, but things did go wrong and O&S was forthcoming in highlighting 
these issues. There is still a lot of excellent policing undertaken at a neighbourhood 
level and we hope to see this built upon in the future. 

 

An additional piece of consultation work has been held with disabled and other 
vulnerable people, regarding road safety. The Transportation and Street Services O&S 
committee, in following up on the previous years Scrutiny Review of Road Safety, held 
sessions with some representatives of relevant organisations. We discussed how and 
when those groups representing disabled and other vulnerable people were consulted 
on highway works and public transport changes. Council Highways officers and Centro 
were also involved in these discussions. The resulting report recommended closer 
working with these groups by both the City Council and Centro to improve access to 
public transport, improve signage and improve consultation regarding changes to the 
highway.  

 

Closer working is already happening, with Highways officers involving relevant groups in 
developing the Manual for Streets, and in 
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The review was very much a joint project between the UK Youth Parliament (UKYP) 
and O&S Members. It has resulted in the young people involved taking the review a 
stage further and producing a summary of findings “in their own words”. This has been 
used to publicise the findings of the review to other young people in the city. This “youth 
proofed” leaflet has now been produced and has been circulated to all schools. 
 
 
MOVING THE COUNCIL FORWARD 
 
To ensure that we are able to tackle the concerns of residents and move the city 
forward, it is important that the City Council itself is in a strong position, both in terms of 
resources, policies and future plans. As such some of the work undertaken this year has 
focused on internal organisational issues.  

 
Managing organisational change 
Difficult decisions are being taken with regard to Council services and how the 
necessary savings can be made. Scrutiny Committees are playing their part in ensuring 
that decisions are sound and will yield the benefits set out. 

 

The Comprehensive Spending Review outlined some significant changes and 
challenges for local Government namely an annual cut of around 7% in budgets over 
the next four years. Individual councils will know more about the detail in the grant 
settlement, but it is inevitable that some services will be cut, resulting in many job losses 
and radical changes to how councils structure themselves to meet the needs and 
demands of residents. 

 

Members of the Equalities and Human Resources O&S Co
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and those with specialist skills sets. This is because there are figures which show that 
only around 8% of the Council workforce are under 30 years old. 

 

In the forthcoming year the Committee will be focusing strongly on Human Resources 
issues, particularly issues around the Birmingham Contract, redundancy and employee 
policies and procedures. 

 
Managing staff absence 
One of the issues the Equalities and HR O&S Committee has chosen to begin evidence 
gathering on is how much more the City Council can do to deliver realistic and 
sustained reductions in staff sickness absence levels. The aim of this piece of work is to 
add value and build on the work already undertaken as part of the Executive’s Joint 
Priority Review on sickness absence. 
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concern for Councillors, partners and community volunteers alike. The local structures 
and local decision-making have, over the past few years, yielded a number of benefits 
relating to service improvement, efficiencies, partnership working and better community 
engagement. 

 

The fundamental question addressed by the review was to identify these key elements 
of localisation that contribute to an improved quality of life for Birmingham residents. 
Our aim was to maintain these, and their outcomes, in any changes that are to come. 

 

The key elements of success were found to be Councillors with clear resources to 
direct, a transparent and accessible officer structure and locally based officers with 
good local knowledge and a culture of working across service boundaries.  

 

Financial constraints are real and the localised elements should make a contribution 
through more efficient and effective working, just like everybody else. But equally this 
could be an opportunity to look at the advantages of shaping more outcomes locally and 
whether this could be done in combination with a reduction in bureaucracy and officer 
time. In particular, all public services would be better able to make savings and retain 
service delivery if modelled on Place-Based Budgeting focussed on improving 
operations at the very local level. 
 
We expect the proposals and consultation responses to be considered at the Cabinet 
Committee for Achieving Excellence with Communities. The Local Services and 
Community Safety O&S Committee will continue to monitor this issue. 

  
Providing decent Council property  
In addition to being able to have affordable homes across the city, the Council must 
have a decent housing stock. Good housing is a fundamental aspect of the Council’s 
priority for residents to enjoy a high quality of life. This year the Housing and Urban 
Renewal O&S Committee has continued to monitor closely the modernisation of the 
Council’s housing stock through the Decent Homes Programme and the performance of 
housing repairs contractors. This was carried out both through receipt and detailed 
discussion of regular progress and performance reports to the Committee as well as 
inviting the contractors to meetings for direct questioning. The Committee also 
continues to play an active role in monitoring the disrepair litigation function. As a result 
of this and the improvements made in carrying out repairs more quickly, the number of 
legal actions being taken against the City Council has significantly reduced. This has 
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had an additional benefit - the Council is now much better equipped to defend itself 
against unfounded claims. 

 

Another key focus of the Committee’s work is to scrutinise efforts being made to 
maximise the existing housing stock, particularly as demand for social housing 
continues to rise. It has been examining the under-occupation and overcrowding of 
properties, together with the Council’s lettings and allocation arrangements and action 
taken to reduce the number of privately owned empty properties in the city.  
 
Housing stock is not the only property the Council owns and through the Finance O&S 
Committee Members have been examining the Working for the Future Business 
Transformation programme, which aims to transform Council office buildings. 

 

Ensuring processes are sound – Flood risk 

Some aspects of O&S work have tied in 
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undertake flood risk management, however guidance on this has yet to be issued and 
funding issues have yet to be resolved. 

 
Building Schools for the Future 
Another area in which Government influence has affected the work O&S and what the 
Council does is the Building Schools for the Future (BSF) programme. Over recent 
years the City Council has been working towards developing and implementing its 
vision to transform teaching and learning in Birmingham. A key element of this has been 
to find ways to improve the fabric of schools so that they are fit to support 21st century 
learning. As part of its wider programme known as Transforming Education, it had been 
working to secure a significant investment from the then BSF programme to build or 
refurbish all 79 secondary schools plus six secondary special schools in the city over 
the next 15 years. 

 

This was to have been the largest urban BSF project in the country, and given the size 
of this investment and its potential to have a major impact on the schools estate in 
Birmingham, the Children and Education O&S Committee decided to undertake an 
overview exercise of the process in Birmingham.  

 

As the BSF programme has now been discontinued by the new Government, the review 
group is currently exploring how best the City Council can now respond to this reduction 
in resources and how it might most effectively utilise the limited capital funding that may 
be available in the future to best effect.  

 

 

LOOKING AHEAD 

 

As this report has demonstrated, through Overview & Scrutiny Elected Members have 
examined some of the key topics over this year and have had a strong impact in many 
areas. In the year to come, we recognise that Birmingham and its City Council face 
major challenges and we need to play our part in meeting these as fully as possible. 

 

The financial challenge facing the City Council and its public sector partners is clear. 
But there are other important changes on the horizon, many stemming from the new 
Central Government. Among the changes the Government has said it will promote are a 
decrease in detailed accountability to the centre, as demonstrated by the the abolition of 
the Comprehensive Area Assessment and the Audit Commission; and a determination 
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to allow local authorities, their partners and communities to put into practice their own 
approaches to organising and delivering services. 

 

So Value for Money and efficiency will be a theme which continues to underpin the 
majority of our work. This includes looking at both the present and the future, ensuring 
that current spend is managed in the best way possible, but also that decisions about 
spending being taken now will not affect us negatively in the medium to long term 
future.  

 

Equally, the importance of partnership working will continue as efficiencies are sought. 
O&S will continue its work on community based budgets, working alongside partners 
from the Police, Probation Service and the voluntary sector. Committees will also 
continue their programme of partnership reviews, examining whether the significant 
partnerships the Council is involved in are providing added value. 

 

As inspection by, and accountability to the centre decreases, strong and robust local 
accountability mechanisms, such as Scrutiny, will become increasingly important.  

 

In the future, the way public services are delivered and the degree to which local 
communities are involved in them could also change. Through Scrutiny work, Members 
of the Council will be well placed to influence these decisions to gain the best outcomes 
for their constituents. 

 
 
 

MOTION 
 

That the Overview and Scrutiny Annual Report 2010 be received. 
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Appendix 
 

Overview and Scrutiny Committees and Chairmen January – 
May 2010 
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