
SCRUTINY MANAGEMENT BOARD 
 

Minutes of a Meeting of the Scrutiny Management Board held on Friday, 28 June 
2019 at 10.00 am at Committee Room 1 - County Offices, Kendal, LA9 4RQ 
 
 

PRESENT: 
 

Mr WJ Wearing (Chairman) 
 

Mr J Airey 
Mr SB Collins 
Ms C Driver 
Mrs S Evans 
Mr KR Hamilton 
Mr M Hawkins 
 

Mr J Lister 
Mr W McEwan 
Mr B Shirley 
Mrs V Tarbitt 
Mr M Wilson (Vice-Chair) 
 

 
Also in Attendance:- 
 
Ms H Blake - Senior Manager - Customer, Policy and Scrutiny 
Mrs L Davis - Democratic Services Officer 
Ms K Fairclough - Chief Executive 
Ms A Madden - Senior HR Manager - Operations 
Dr D Roberts - Executive Director - Corporate, Customer and 

Community Services 
Mr P Robinson - Assistant Director - Organisational Change 
 

  
PART 1 – ITEMS CONSIDERED IN THE 

PRESENCE OF THE PUBLIC AND PRESS 
 

 

 
The Chair welcomed the Chief Executive to the meeting. 

 
 
1 APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
 
Apologies for absence were received from Dr S Haraldsen and Mr C Hogg. 
 
 
2 MEMBERSHIP 
 
Members noted the following permanent changes in membership of the Board:- 
 

 Dr S Haraldsen had replaced Cllr J Mallinson 

 Cllr W McEwan had replaced Cllr J Bell 
 
 
3 DISCLOSURES OF INTEREST 



 

 
There were no disclosures of interest on this occasion. 
 
 
4 EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC 
 
RESOLVED, that the public and press be not excluded from the meeting during any 

item of business. 
 
 
5 MINUTES 
 
RESOLVED, that the minutes of the meetings held on 12 March 2019 be agreed as 

correct records and signed by the Chair. 
 
 
6 CALL-IN ITEMS 
 
The Chair advised that there were no call-in items for the Board to consider. 
 
 
7 ABSENCE MANAGEMENT - 2018/19 PERFORMANCE UPDATE 
 
Members received a report from the Executive Director – Corporate, Customer and 
Community Services that provided an overview of the Council’s sickness absence 
performance for the 2018/19 period.   
 
The Assistant Director - Organisational Change, supported by the People 
Management Operational Delivery Manager, guided members through a detailed 
‘deep dive’ presentation which gave an update on Absence Management. This 
included delivery against the agreed action plan, sickness absence data to the end 
of March 2019, including working days lost, staff with full attendance, directorate 
overview data, seasonal increases in absence rates, services areas receiving 
targeted focus, a comparison to national figures, trends and the next steps proposed 
for 2019/20 for improvement.  During the course of discussion it was confirmed that 
the data related to working days. 
 
Members also received example pages of the absence dashboard and the real time 
on-line management information system designed to monitor absences.  The ICT 
programmes were designed to simplify and automate the process.  The Workforce 
Plan Delivery Plan 2018/19 was appended to the papers which provided a high level 
overview of the work which would be taking place over the coming year. Members 
were asked to discuss alternative interventions that may improve overall attendance 
and reduce absence levels in key service areas.  
 
To conclude the officers recognised that the framework, systems and processes 
needed to be robust and embedded in the culture of the organisation.  It was 
emphasised that attendance management remained a high council priority. 
 
The Chair thanked the officers for their presentation.  



 

 
A discussion took place regarding responsibilities for the management of absence.  
Officers confirmed that this was the responsibility of managers.  It was 
acknowledged that this was a cultural change and that the capacity and confidence 
of managers was a concern.  It was highlighted that HR would provide advice and 
support to managers if necessary.   
 
Members questioned whether return to work interviews took place and officers 
confirmed this had a low level of completion and recording.  It was explained that 
managers received an automated prompt to undertake those discussions and this 
had increased from 50% to 70% but it was acknowledged that further work was still 
required to improve those figures.   
 
In answer to a concern raised about the automation of the process, officers assured 
members that the ICT tools were in place to assist but it was about individuals, not 
statistics, and managers knowing their workforce.  The Council had introduced a 
new appraisal system which focused on strengths, wellbeing, performance and 
development with regular conversations also taking place at one to one meetings. 
 
The resilience of the workforce to cover long term absences was raised and the 
concerns of the impact this may have on other colleagues in that particular service 
area.  It was acknowledged this could be a challenge particularly in large 
directorates therefore it was felt important to support managers to be effective. 
 
Two case studies resulting in an improvement to the absence figures were 
showcased at the meeting.  These were good examples of good management 
practice and members questioned whether this could be replicated in other areas.   
 
A member challenged whether the process was unblocking the management of 
absence barriers and dealing with individuals rather than the process. 
 
In discussion of individual directorate data, it was acknowledged that other factors 
could attribute to high levels of absence such as organisational change and 
reshaping.  It was suggested that a one off deep dive into the People’s Directorate 
be undertaken to gain a better understanding of the increase in sickness levels. 
 
A member questioned whether different work environments, locations or hot desking 
has had a negative impact on staff absence and suggested the introduction of a 
mentor/buddying system.  Concerns were raised regarding the negative effects the 
changes could have on staff with autism.  Officers acknowledged this concern and 
informed members that as part of the wider work on building and assets this would 
be investigated further. 
 
The officers informed members that the Council had been awarded, in January 
2019, a gold award for their “Better Health at Work” programme.  The resilience 
support available to staff was outlined, for example health and wellbeing coaches 
and mental health champions who had received specific training to deal with issues.  
It was suggested that a seminar for members on mental health be arranged to raise 
their awareness on this.  A discussion took place regarding preventive measures 



 

which had been implemented and attention was drawn to the low uptake of the flu 
jabs. 
 
Discussion took place on the usefulness of comparator metrics of other authorities 
when measuring absence in Cumbria.  A member suggested benchmarking against 
private sector organisations and a commitment was made to look at benchmarking. 
 
A concern was raised regarding the recording of long term absences due to serious 
illness.  Officers agreed that a pragmatic and sensible was needed and this would 
be investigated further.  
 
A member highlighted that the health and wellbeing and absence policies and 
procedures needed to be clear and concise and requested copies for perusal.  
 

RESOLVED, that 
 

(1) the report be noted; 
 

(2) an update report on management of absence be provided to the Board in  
six months time; 

 

(3) a members’ seminar on Mental Health be arranged; 
 

(4) a full day absence Task and Finish Group session be arranged, with a 
focus on organisational development and a specific deep dive into the 
People Directorate; 

 

(5) the impact of the buildings on absence be explored; 
 

(6) a buddying/mentoring system for staff be explored and information shared 
with members; 

 

(7) the health and wellbeing and absence management policies and 
procedures be circulated to members, together with a copy of the case 
study highway slides. 

  
 
8 UPDATE ON RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Members received a report from the Executive Director – Corporate, Customer and 
Community Services which provided an update on some of the key 
recommendations made by the Scrutiny Advisory Boards over the last two years.  
The collation of some of the key recommendations made by the Boards through 
Task and Finish Groups and in Board meetings was appended to the report. 
 
RESOLVED, that the report be noted. 
 
 
9 SCRUTINY CHAIRS UPDATE 



 

 
The Board received an update on the work of the Scrutiny Advisory Boards, Panels 
and Committee from each of the Chairs. 
 

1) Police and Crime Panel 
 

The Board received a written update from Mr W McEwan on the work of the 
Cumbria Police and Crime Panel and any issues and developments that had 
occurred since the last meeting. 
 
The Police and Crime Panel had reviewed several areas of the Police and Crime 
Plan including tackling crime and antisocial behaviour, domestic abuse and blue 
light collaboration.  The Panel had received updates on the impact of 25 
additional police officers.  Assurance had been provided that these officers 
would increase police presence that was visible to the public and would be part 
of the renewed approach to tackle anti-social behaviour. 
 
The Panel had noted that a significant amount of work had been undertaken on 
the 101 service, providing the public with better access to the service and 
continue to reduce waiting times to speak to an officer. 
 
Members were given an overview of future topics for the Panel which would 
include the first Annual Report by the Police and Crime Panel, the 
Commissioner’s Annual Report, as well as budget updates from both the 
Commissioner’s Office and Constabulary. 
 
2) Cumbria Health Scrutiny Committee 
 
The Board received a written report from Ms C Driver which updated members 
on the work of Cumbria Health Scrutiny Committee.  
 
The Committee had considered the following at the May meeting 

 Healthcare for the future of WNE 

 Commissioning of Mental Health Services in North and South Cumbria; 

 Familiar Faces Programme 
 

In additional members noted additional activity that had taken place or was 
planned by the Committee. 

 
3) Scrutiny Advisory Board – Adults 
 
Mr M Wilson advised members that since the last meeting of the Board, the 
Scrutiny Advisory Board – Adults had considered Adult Social Care Charging 
Policy, Assistive Technology, Safeguarding Adults and  Promoting 
Independence Programme. 
 
Members were informed that a series of joint meetings between the Cumbria 
Health Scrutiny Committee and the Adults Board were taking place to look at 
areas covering the closer integration of Health and Care Services.   
 



 

4) Scrutiny Advisory Board – Children and Young People 
 
Mrs V Tarbitt updated members on the work of the Scrutiny Advisory Board for 
Children and Young People.  Members were informed that the Board’s recent 
priorities included SEND, Children’s Services improvement, 0-19 commissioning 
and County Lines. 
 
Mrs V Tarbitt expressed her gratitude to the Executive Director – People for all 
his hard work and dedication shown to the service and the support that he had 
given to her as Chair.  The Executive Director – People was leaving the 
organisation and Mrs Tarbitt wished him well for the future.  
 
5) SCRUTINY ADVISORY BOARD – COMMUNITIES AND PLACE 
 
Members were advised that the Scrutiny Advisory Board – Communities and 
Place had met twice since the last meeting of the Scrutiny Management Board. 
 
The Chair informed members that a further paper on types of section agreement 
and planning conditions would be considered at a future meeting to mitigate the 
impact of developments on the county’s infrastructure. 

 
6) Cumbria LEP Scrutiny Board 

 
A report was received by members updating them on the development of the 
establishment of the LEP Scrutiny Board. 

 
The membership and terms of reference for the LEP Scrutiny Board had been 
agreed at the Council’s AGM in April 2019. 

 
Members noted that a development session had been arranged to develop the 
work programme of the LEP.  The date however clashed with other meetings 
and it was therefore:- 

 
RESOLVED, that 
 

(1) the reports be noted; 
 
(2) the LEP Scrutiny development day be rearranged before the first LEP 

Scrutiny meeting in September. 
 
 
10 PERFORMANCE WORKING GROUP UPDATE 
 
Members received a report from the Executive Director – Corporate, Customer and 
Community Services providing an update from the Scrutiny Performance Working 
Group.  The draft minutes from the Working Group’s meeting in April was appended 
to the report. 
 



 

Members noted that the Chair of Audit and Assurance Committee was on the 
Scrutiny Performance Working Group to avoid duplication of work.  Members noted 
that this Working Group identified issues for Scrutiny Boards to investigate. 
 
RESOLVED, that the report be noted.  
 
 
11 SCRUTINY MANAGEMENT BOARD BRIEFING 
 
The Board considered a report which provided an update on any issues and 
developments that had occurred since the meeting of the Board on 12 March 2019. 
 
 It was noted that a Strategic Planning session would be arranged for non executive 
members where the Director of Finance would give an update on the Council’s 
financial position.  Members requested progress was received with the 
implementation of the Autism Task and Finish Group. 
  
The Chair asked for further items for the forward plan to be submitted to the Senior 
Manager Customer, Policy and Scrutiny. 
 
RESOLVED, that  
 

1) the range of activity be noted; 
 

2) the Work Programme be noted; 
 

3) the Forward Plan be noted; 
 

4) the new national guidance on Scrutiny be circulated to members. 
 
 
12 DATE OF NEXT MEETING 
 
It was noted that the next meeting of the Board was scheduled for 12 September at 
10 am at Cumbria House, Carlisle. 
 
It was further noted that this date clashed with the Westmorland Show, therefore it 
was 
 
RESOLVED, that an alternative date for the next meeting be investigated by 

officers, and if feasible, rearranged. 
 
 
 
 

The meeting ended at 12.40 pm 
 


