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Report of the CSMC Scrutiny Review Task Group 
 
Scrutiny Operations and Functions Review - Update Report 

Summary 

1. This report provides an update to the Customer and Corporate Services 
Scrutiny Management Committee on the progress of its Task Group 
looking into the operations and functions of Scrutiny at City of York 
Council. 

Background 

2. In September 2018, CSMC agreed to set up a Task Group with the 
following remit: 

Aim: To propose operational arrangements and a structure for scrutiny to 
improve engagement and outcomes, ensuring that the function is as 
effective as possible. 

Objectives: 

Structure 

- To address the balance of committee workloads 

- To evaluate the current functions of Scrutiny Committees, 
including pre and post decision call-in, overview and the 
performance management role 

Engagement 

- To assess the current level of officer and member engagement 
and explore ways to improve it  

- To explore ways to establish robust and measurable work 
planning  



 

Training 

- To assess the need for member training and on-going 
development on scrutiny topics 

3. The Task Group has had 3 meetings to date and a short summary of 
discussions is included below. 

4. The proposed timing of this review is to complete all investigations and 
proposed recommendations prior to the end of the current municipal 
year, to allow the next administration to begin their tenure with a solid 
foundation for scrutiny work in York. 

Scoping Meeting 

5. The Task Group met to discuss the aims and objectives of the review 
and establish an initial base of enquiries. 

6. Members agreed that it would be essential to investigate the views of 
Members in key Scrutiny positions (Chairs / Vice-Chairs) in order to 
ascertain their views on the current effectiveness of scrutiny in York. 

7. It was highlighted in this meeting that a number of similar reviews had 
previously been carried out and that this review would not be focussed 
solely on the structure of scrutiny committees as it was felt that 
engagement with the function was of equal importance. 

8. Members also discussed the importance of discussing the scrutiny 
function with the Corporate Management Team in order to establish 
support for the review from Senior Management and to seek their views 
on potential solutions to improve engagement, in accordance with the 
Task Group’s terms of reference. 

Scrutiny Chairs and Vice-Chairs 

9. Members discussed the current arrangements for Chair and Vice-Chair 
briefings and how this could be developed to include looking at the work 
plans of each committee in more detail with a senior officer in 
attendance. 

10. Members highlighted their belief that Councillors are not always assigned 
to the Committees in which they have the most interest / expertise and 
that this resulted in a lack of engagement and focus in scrutiny. It was 
also noted that Members were often left feeling disheartened by the lack 
of action as a result of scrutiny reviews. 



 

11. Members discussed the number of reports that scrutiny committees 
received and the number of which were ‘to note’. Members felt that the 
purpose of scrutiny was not being fulfilled in this sense. 

12. One of the key issues discussed at the meeting was that of timing, 
particularly in relation to the existing pre-decision scrutiny call in process. 
Members suggested that reports to Scrutiny often came ‘too late’ in order 
to scrutinise the process and policy that preceded a decision and that 
this should be an important stage prior to any decision being made by 
the Executive. There were discussions regarding how this could be 
resolved in terms of committee work planning and review of the forward 
plan process. 

13. Members also discussed how the new working arrangements for 
Economy and Place Scrutiny and Policy were going. It was noted that 
whilst the acknowledgement of different roles that Scrutiny plays was 
important, the distinction between the committees was not always clear.  

Corporate Management Team 

14. Discussions with CMT were highly productive and highlighted a number 
of issues with the current operation of the Scrutiny function. 

15. Members and Officers discussed the Health, Housing and Adult Social 
Care Scrutiny Committee and its remit, noting that due to the wide range 
of topics, this particular committee often struggled to deal with 
complexities of issues presented to it. It was also felt that this remit had a 
negative impact on the ability of Members to become ‘experts’ in the 
area in which they are scrutinising, often moving between the work of 
varied sections of the directorate too often. 

16. Officers highlighted that as Members are sometimes assigned to areas in 
which they are not subject experts, discussions can be unproductive. 
This led to members of the Corporate Management Team suggesting 
that a more senior scrutiny position could be created to act as an 
independent voice in assisting committees to critically analyse the issues 
presented to them. Officers noted that this was included in the Local 
Government Committee’s recommendations to Central Government on 
the Effectiveness of Local Government Overview and Scrutiny 
Committees. It was suggested that this role could offer enhanced support 
to members and the scrutiny function as a whole. The Council’s 
appointed statutory Scrutiny Officer is the Head of Civic & Democratic 
Services.  Thought may need to be given to how that role can be 
supported by a new more emmersive role within the Scrutiny Team. 



 

17. Continuing that theme, Members and officers agreed that Scrutiny 
Members can therefore be led to asking for generic information from 
specialist officers and lose sight of the pertinent questions on the topic. It 
was suggested that briefings for the committee from an authoritative 
independent member of the scrutiny team could help fill any gaps in 
Member expertise prior to the meeting. 

18. The Corporate Management Team also expressed their view that there 
needed to be a structured plan of member development for scrutiny 
members and that this was a potential area in which further resources 
could be allocated to enhance the scrutiny function. Members and 
officers agreed that further support in the form of workshops on specific 
issues would be of great benefit and would help develop member 
expertise in their Scrutiny areas. 

19. Officers agreed with Members of the Task Group that in the past, Council 
Motions have been used to compensate for a lack of scrutiny input into 
Executive decisions and that this was a sign of Scrutiny not functioning 
effectively. Although, it was equally noted that Party Groups would 
continue to reserve their right to submit to Council motions of their 
choice, subject to the procedural rules 

20. Finally Officers discussed the art of work planning for Scrutiny 
committees and highlighted that further ideas needed to be explored on 
ways in which the planning and development of Committee workloads 
could challenge the topics most important to York’s communities and 
CYC as an authority. 

21. In all three meetings, Members and Officers highlighted the importance 
of challenging the culture of the organisation with regard to Scrutiny, to 
see it as a more important and viable option when finding solutions to 
problems. It was noted that in authorities in which scrutiny works 
effectively, it is seen as a critical friend and an important part of the 
decision making process. 

Analysis - Progress against Objectives 

22. Below are the objectives agreed by CSMC in September 2018 and key 
points that have been discussed in relation to each issue. 

a. To address the balance of committee workloads 

o The size of the Health, Housing and Adult Social Care 
Scrutiny Committee workload and its effectiveness 



 

o The effectiveness of the trialled new way of working for 
the Economy and Place Scrutiny and Policy Committees 

b. To evaluate the current functions of Scrutiny Committees, 
including pre and post decision call-in, overview and the 
performance management role 

o The role of CSMC in the post-decision call-in process 
and whether this process would better sit with the 
Scrutiny committee with which the issues lie. 

o The value and purpose of the current pre-decision call in 
process and whether this undermines true pre-decision 
engagement with scrutiny, which as a result may need 
reviewing. 

o The differing roles of committees, with the understanding 
that committees have different responsibilities in different 
areas (e.g evaluating the Council’s performance, the 
Council’s management of an external provider or even 
the performance of the provider itself) 

c. To assess the current level of officer and member engagement 
and explore ways to improve it 

o The need for Senior Officers, the Executive and 
members of Scrutiny committees to understand and 
embrace the purpose of Scrutiny and how this can 
positively affect decision making and the outcomes of 
Scrutiny. 

d. To explore ways to establish robust and measurable work 
planning  

o The link between Committee work planning and the 
Executive’s forward plan and how procedural changes 
could help improve the effectiveness of Scrutiny 

o The timing of reports to Scrutiny committees and the way 
in which topics are followed up 

e. To assess the need for member training and on-going 
development on scrutiny topics 

o The need for issue based briefings and workshops on 
topics being discussed by Scrutiny and whether more 



 

resources are required within the Scrutiny function to 
carry out this function. 

 

Options 

23. The following options are available to Members: 
 

a. Members can note the information above and make comments 
and contributions to the review. 

b. Members can suggest further areas of investigation needed to 
complete this review. 

 
Recommendations 

24. That the Committee: 
(i) consider the issues raised in this report, incorporating the views and 
information gathered to date, and invite the Task Group to formulate a 
final report, setting out recommendations for the scrutiny function in 
York and ask that the final report be brought to the March meeting of 
CSMC for further consideration by the Committee;  
 
(ii) identify any further areas considered appropriate for consideration 
as part of that report, within the agreed remit 
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