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What is the Report About? (Executive Summary)

1. The report provides a summary of Scrutiny’s engagement in Strategic Planning 
for 2018/19, and outlines key points and recommendations agreed by Scrutiny 
Management Board (SMB) as their formal response to the Budget Consultation. 

Recommendation 

2. Cabinet Members are asked to consider Scrutiny’s response alongside other 
responses received, and respond to the specific recommendations at point 61.

Background to the Proposals 

3. Scrutiny’s engagement in the 2018/19 Strategic Planning process was focused 
around a session on the 28th November 2017 at which Members had the 
opportunity to receive presentations and question the Deputy Leader, the Chief 
Executive, Corporate Directors and Assistant Directors about the challenges 
facing the Council and direction of travel required. This event was well attended 
with over 25 Members present.

4. Members received an update on the financial context for the Council and the 
proposed savings. They attended workshops with the Corporate Directors, and 
Assistant Directors. These provided an opportunity to consider in more detail 
the future challenges and considerations for the Council.

5. The key themes and points that Members raised are set out below and form 
Scrutiny’s response to Cabinet in respect of the Budget Consultation.

Scrutiny Feedback – key issues

6. Scrutiny Members were supportive of the proposed outcomes and vision; and 
welcomed the themes in the strategic narrative. Members also noted the value 
of the cross directorate nature of the discussion.



7. Members were also appreciative of the commitment described to an ongoing 
dialogue rather than a one off annual discussion, and look forward to similar 
conversations continuing with Scrutiny and all non-executive Members 
throughout the year. 

8. Members encouraged greater use of Member expertise and knowledge in 
developing ideas, for example there is a particular wealth of business 
experience to draw upon. Members were keen for a greater level of non-
executive input before decisions are taken. They identified an opportunity for 
Scrutiny to provide input into the development of the Enterprise and Efficiency 
theme to draw upon the skills and experience on Members.

9. Scrutiny Members felt there were a range of issues that should be considered 
as context to this and future years Strategic Planning in order to address 
existing challenges pertinent to Cumbria; as well as in response to the national 
direction of travel across a number of policy areas. These overarching issues 
were:

 The need for a focus on the Customer, and in the first instance a need for 
clearer and timelier communication, particularly on significant service 
reviews.

 The Council’s approach to Treasury Management and reduced overall 
inflation budget and the opportunities this presents for savings;

 The uncertain context within which the Council is operating;
 Understanding how risk will be considered to enable more enterprising 

approaches;
 The Council’s ability to influence it’s income, funding and expenditure levels;
 Opportunities which could be unlocked through Transport for the North and 

the need to lobby harder on behalf of Cumbria.
 Opportunities to work together with District Councils and other partners to 

lobby through areas such as the Borderlands Deal and Northern 
Powerhouse to unlock funding opportunities that could benefit  Cumbria.

10. In addition to these issues, Scrutiny provided specific feedback and 
commentary on the four proposed themes in the strategic narrative:

 Working Together
 Enterprise & Efficiency
 Prevention & Early Intervention
 Digital Transformation
  Feedback from each proposed theme is outlined in more detail below:



Working Together - Opportunities for making savings or doing things differently in 
relation to this theme:

11. Members emphasised the importance of regional collaboration, working 
together on lobbying opportunities, not just across the North West but in a wider 
context to secure as much investment as possible.

12. Members welcomed the concept of the Multi Services Officer and the innovative 
approach this represents, they requested that as proposals around increased 
blue light collaboration emerge, Scrutiny have an overview;

13. Members highlighted the importance of enabling better access to health care 
when promoting self-help in communities; and that there needs to be particular 
consideration of isolated individuals both in rural and urban settings;

14. Members expressed the view that the Council should take a leadership role in 
supporting the voluntary sector to participate in the emerging Integrated Care 
Communities. They also felt there was a need for greater and clearer 
communication with the public to meaningfully involve communities;

15. Members asserted the need for closer working with the District Councils, whilst 
it was recognised that a Unitary Authority would be the most cost effective 
model of governance for Cumbria;

16. Members expressed the strong view that to support effective working together, 
one organisation needs to take the lead; and in the majority of cases this would 
be the County Council;

17. Members were keen that co-ordinated communication and point of contact for 
individuals and communities across different organisations should be reflected 
in the Councils approach to the customer;

18. Members discussed the anticipated report from the Government funded Waste 
and Resources Action Plan (WRAP) and the need to understand the cost and 
savings from waste for ‘Cumbria’ as a whole rather than for individual 
authorities. If that was shared with the public it may stimulate support to co-
ordinate or integrate recycling contracts;

19. Members emphasised the importance of support for communities to access 
grants and the value of relatively low levels of funding to help kick start self- 
help programmes. Members felt these should be recognised as ‘invest to save’ 
opportunities.



Enterprise and Efficiency - Opportunities for making savings or doing things 
differently in relation to this theme:

20. Members emphasised that ambitions to enhance and expand the Council’s 
enterprising approach involve opportunity and risk, and highlighted the 
importance of a well-managed and risk-based approach to identifying, testing 
out and implementing commercial activities;

21. Members highlighted that issues such as the Council’s statutory responsibilities, 
terms and conditions and local market conditions along with  instances of 
market failure all play a role in informing which service areas may or may not be 
suitable for commercial activity;

22. Members emphasised the importance of commercial skills and experience to 
ensure successful implementation of enterprise-related approaches;

23. Members also highlighted the need to assess the Council’s capacity to 
undertake and invest in enterprise-related activities, particularly in light of the 
significant staffing reductions over the last few years and the Council’s current 
budget constraints;

24. Members emphasised the need to maximise the benefit from the Council’s 
current commercial activities, e.g. Cumbria Holdings Ltd as well as considering 
opportunities to trade existing Council services with others, or to enter new 
markets that the Council currently does not operate in;

25. Members discussed the importance of communicating senior management 
objectives well across the whole organisation;

26. It was suggested that it would be helpful to explore opportunities for shared 
back-office functions with District Councils and other partners; and also 
consider the opportunities to maximise investment in infrastructure through 
stronger development management, and opportunities to generate income 
through fleet maintenance.

27. Members asked that more detail relating to changes proposed to the Council’s 
approach to fees and charges be shared with Members at the earliest 
opportunity;

28. Members noted the significant proportion of savings that are being proposed 
through treasury management activity and highlighted that some of these are 
one off savings. There was agreement that this approach is not sustainable in 
the longer-term;

29. There was a discussion on the need for greater focus on regularly reviewing 
services in detail (learning from approaches tested by other Councils where 
appropriate) to look at greater efficiency opportunities or different service 



delivery options. It was recognised by Members that Managers may need to be 
upskilled in order to have a more commercial understanding of the service area 
with greater business acumen, cost understanding and whole life impact of 
decisions

30. Members emphasised the important role of elected Members in lobbying for 
investment in Cumbria and securing funding for Council activities at a national 
and regional level.

Prevention and Early Intervention - Opportunities for making savings or doing things 
differently in relation to this theme:

31. Members stressed the importance of collaboration with District Councils in that 
they have a key role particularly in relation to the wider determinants of health 
such as housing; 

32. Members discussed how the Council could work more effectively with the NHS 
to help the Council manage its budgets and address issues such as bed 
blocking.

33. Members also noted the importance of the public health agenda, and the 
opportunities available, through the Director of Public Health to lead on 
programme of work that are system wide which can be used to prioritise spend 
across NHS budgets. It was also noted that prevention is a shared agenda with 
the NHS especially in relation to commissioning; 

34. Members highlighted transport as an important issue that links to prevention in 
areas where there is limited transport; and the logistical challenges particularly 
in rural areas; 

35. Members agreed that prevention activity needs to start early on – reducing 
isolation, integration; and making people feel valued. Views were shared on the 
need for better use of community (civil society), but helping people to help 
themselves and deal with the root causes of their problems;

36. Members discussed the cross directorate nature of prevention exploring on 
healthy eating as an example. The importance of communication and 
engagement was also raised.  

37. Members considered the Harraby campus as a good model for adoption 
elsewhere as it brings together schools, nurseries and public health;

38. Members discussed the Council’s ability to stipulate conditions in contracts; 
which can be done without any additional cost and therefore is there potential 
for the Council to require providers to demonstrate how they are contributing to 
the prevention agenda; 



39. Members discussed the availability of small grant pots and felt some further 
work would be beneficial with Local Committees on how best  to shape spend 
to achieve the outcomes the Council is seeking to achieve;

40. Members highlighted how isolation can be an issue especially for the elderly 
and those in remote communities;

41. Members expressed a view that the Highways Service is still in the main 
reactive as a service; however they are seeing more planned capital work and 
this  approach is welcomed and needs to be developed further . Members felt 
the Council needed to be responsive where necessary but there needs to also 
be investment upstream and more activity which should result in fewer repairs 
being needed.

Digital Transformation - Opportunities are for making savings or doing things 
differently in relation to this theme:

42. Members were keen for the service centre to maximise its potential and for it to 
be used across the authority.

43. Members expressed interest in exploring opportunity of a schools digital offer 
that could cover admissions, transport etc;

44. Members discussed the potential of using an ‘online chat’ function for 
customers similar to some big businesses;

45. Members discussed the need to review and update the Digital Strategy to 
reflect cost saving priorities;

46. Members felt that there was a risk that some digital applications can drive up 
demand and therefore this will need assessing and managing carefully;

47. Members were interested in the potential for developing an app based single 
point of contact;

48. It was felt that a more in depth analysis of service opportunities was required 
and it was suggested that a summary of which services might most easily 
benefit from an improved digital offer was required;

49. Members reflected on whether the Council knows who to target in terms of its 
offer and whether or not the most vulnerable people can access services 
digitally.  The questions what training is needed both within and outside the 
Council and suggested that a  better understanding of the customer experience 
is needed;



50. Members emphasised that messaging to customers must be clear about the 
change to digital systems. 

51. Members stressed the need to make sure that the right level and type of 
resource sits behind the digital offer to enable effective delivery;

52. Members identified opportunities for joining other authorities in shared IT 
systems and digital support. 

53. Members suggested adopting an assessment of where people can access 
online services if they cannot do this from home or workplace; building into this 
an assessment of vulnerability and access; 

54. Members suggested that the role for Members already identified as digital 
champions could be reviewed to work better, acknowledging additional support 
may be needed to develop this.

Future Scrutiny Activity 

55. Members identified a range of issues they felt Scrutiny Advisory Boards could 
explore further these will be used to inform discussions about the future work 
programme of each Board.

56. Scrutiny would welcome the opportunity to help shape future proposals and 
ideas to take the thematic areas forward; and feel that non- executive Members 
can play a supportive role by sharing their expertise, knowledge and 
experience. Scrutiny can play an important role in challenging and critiquing 
new ideas as they come forward; in help test their merits before decisions are 
taken and well before implementation.

Conclusion and Recommendations

57. Scrutiny Management Board welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback to 
Cabinet on the proposed vision, outcomes, themes and budget proposals. This 
response provides insight from a wide range of Members about issues that 
require consideration as part of the Strategic Planning process. At its meeting 
on the 11th December Scrutiny Management Board agreed a number of specific 
recommendations for Cabinet drawn from the discussions which took place on 
the 28th November, Cabinet is asked:

 To provide assurance that opportunities will be in place for pre-scrutiny of 
detailed proposals as they emerge through the year.

 To work together with District Councils and other partners to lobby through 
areas such as the Borderlands Deal and Northern Powerhouse to unlock 
funding opportunities that could benefit Cumbria.



 To use the Council’s ability to stipulate conditions in contracts to require 
providers to demonstrate how they are contributing to the prevention 
agenda.

 To ensure the Council take a leadership role in supporting the voluntary and 
community sector to participate in the emerging Integrated Care 
Communities.

 To consider the publication of a comprehensive draft budget book for 
Members as early as possible within the next budget round.

58. Scrutiny Management Board looks forward to Cabinet’s response to the points 
and recommendations made in this report. 

Appendices and Background Documents

 No appendices

Background Papers

 None

Report Author:
Helen Blake, Senior Manager Policy and Scrutiny
helen.blake@cumbria.gov.uk

mailto:helen.blake@cumbria.gov.uk

