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Background and Context 

Overview and scrutiny (O&S) committees allow non-executive 
Members who are not part of the executive to hold the 
executive to account for their decisions and actions. O&S 
committees have statutory powers (under the Local 
Government Act 2000) to scrutinise decisions the executive is 
planning to take, those it plans to implement, and those that 
have already been taken / implemented. Effective overview 
and scrutiny should provide constructive challenge, amplify the 
voices and concerns of the public and drive improvement in 
public services. 

At Boston BC the decision making body is the Cabinet, which 
has delegated authority to make decisions in accordance with 
the Constitution.  The overview and scrutiny function is 
undertaken by the Corporate & Community committee and the 
Environment & Performance committee, whose operating 
framework is also set out in the Constitution. 

This is in the Audit Plan after a healthcheck against the areas 
of failure in a Northamptonshire Best Value Inspection report 
highlighted that it had not been previously reviewed. 

 

Scope 

The purpose of our review is to give independent assurance on 
the operation and effectiveness of the Council’s two overview 
and scrutiny committees. 

This review did not look at the operation of the Audit & 
Governance committee or the Standards Sub-committee. 

The key risk is; 

 The Scrutiny function does not operate effectively and in 
accordance with the Council’s Constitution and 
recognised good practice. 

which could lead to; 

 Non delivery of the Council’s policy framework and 
objectives 

 Loss of reputation 
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High 
Assurance 

Risk 
Rating 

(R-A-G) 
Recommendations 

High Medium 

Risk 1 – The Scrutiny function does not operate 
effectively and in accordance with the Council’s 
Constitution and recognised good practice. 
 

Green 0 3 

                 

Key Messages 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our review gives High assurance on the operation and effectiveness of the Council’s two Overview 
and Scrutiny committees. 

We found that; 

 Both committees are fulfilling their Terms of Reference requirements and both have a varied 
workplan. 

 There is an established process for Scrutiny comments and recommendations to be passed 
to Cabinet. A formal Executive - Scrutiny protocol is being recommended for adoption to 
define the roles of each group. The inconsistent attendance of Portfolio Holders at Scrutiny 
committees to present reports has been recognised and is being addressed, and the 
attendance of Scrutiny Chairs at Cabinet to present their comments / recommendations is 
being encouraged. 

 There is an established officer support structure for each committee which works will, but it is 
sometimes necessary to prioritise scrutiny work to balance demand with resources. 

 Specific overview and scrutiny training is delivered and there is a supporting guide for 
reference. The first meeting after the local elections is also a form of training.  

 A wide range of methods are used to facilitate the Scrutiny process. 
 Work has been done recently to compare BBC’s scrutiny arrangements to guidance issued in 

mid-2019 by the Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government – no significant 
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Key Messages 

 

weaknesses were found and members of both committees have considered the findings and 
have made recommendations to Cabinet.  

 The consensus from comments made by officers and the contents of the Annual Report is 
that scrutiny is effective. The Corporate Peer Challenge stated that ‘scrutiny works well, is 
constructive and adds value’.  
 

Attendance at Corporate & Community has at times been low and has been recognised as an issue 
- the Chair has written to Group Leaders about this and the use of substitutes.  

Some areas for improvement have been identified for which Medium priority recommendations have 
been made; 

 Declarations of Interest is a standing agenda item for both committees and if any are declared 
they are minuted. However if none are declared this is only being minuted for one committee 
– this was addressed immediately during the audit. 

 One of the ways that the work of the Scrutiny committees is promoted and communicated is 
through the Annual Scrutiny Report. We consider that it would benefit from a review to make it 
more informative and easy to read. Some suggestions have been made which have been 
accepted. It may also be useful to publish the Member’s Overview & Scrutiny Guide. 

 We were advised that the timetabling / forward planning of some policy review items could be 
better; some are last minute and reviews are known about a long time in advance. Producing 
a ‘schedule’ of all policies that BBC have (along with information on review dates) may help. 

 

Some Advisory points are being made which management may wish to consider implementing (they 
will not be monitored for completion in the way that formal recommendations are) and include; 
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 Ensuring that the consideration of scrutiny work on external areas or partners is actively 
undertaken as part of work planning. 

 Both committees receive quarterly performance reports, however there are service areas that 
don’t have performance targets / measures. Consider if there are benefits to performance 
monitoring more widely, say on a service or portfolio holder basis. 

 

 

We would like to thank the Democratic Services Manager, the two Democratic Services Officers and 
the two Lead Officers for the Scrutiny Committees for their help in undertaking this review. 
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Managing your 
risks 

 
 
 
 

Good risk management, including maintaining risk registers, helps you to identify, understand and 
reduce the chance of risks having a negative impact on achievement of your objectives. 

 
During our audit work we did not identify any significant or high risks that we feel should be 
considered for inclusion on your service’s Operational Risk register. 
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Management 
Response 

 
 

It is reassuring to receive confirmation that the scrutiny function is working effectively.  The 
recommendations contained within the audit report have been taken into account and actioned.  
 
I would like to thank the Auditors for undertaking a thorough process and identifying where 
improvements could be made. 
 
Provided by the Democratic Services Manager. 
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1 
Risk Description Current Rating Target Rating 

The Scrutiny function does not operate effectively and in accordance with the 
Council’s Constitution and recognised good practice. 

GREEN GREEN 

Findings 

Declaration of Interests 
Declaration of Interests (DOI) is a standing preliminary item on both Committee’s agendas, and the Chair asks Members to declare if they 
have any. If any are declared they are minuted, however, if none are declared this is only being minuted for E&P - it is not being minuted for 
C&C. 

Implications 

The minutes do not provide a full record of the Declaration of Interest part of the meeting. 

Recommendation Priority level 

It should always be minuted that there are no Declarations of Interest.  Medium 

Agreed Action Responsibility Implementation date 

Agreed. Both Committees now record when there are no DOI’s. Democratic Services 
Manager 

Implemented during the 
audit 
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2 
Risk Description Current Rating Target Rating 

The Scrutiny function does not operate effectively and in accordance with the 
Council’s Constitution and recognised good practice. 

GREEN GREEN 

Findings 

Promotion of the Scrutiny function 
The Council produces an Annual Scrutiny Report. The 2018/19 Report was reviewed and compared to a number of others to see if there was 
any scope for improvement. We found that the report is very text heavy with no use of images or charts. It contains mainly information that is 
available from the Committee minutes rather than setting out how scrutiny works, the outcomes / achievements, areas for future 
consideration, etc.  We felt that the Harrogate BC Annual Report was well presented and included a wide range of information that Boston’s 
report doesn’t, ie Crime & Disorder, Health, and the County Council. 
 
The Council has an Overview & Scrutiny Guide for use by Members, which may also be useful for the public (possibly with some minor 
amendments). 

Implications 

The level of engagement from outside the Authority could be affected.  

Recommendation Priority level 

a) Review and refresh the Annual Scrutiny Report to make it more informative and easy to read. Consider the 
content of the Harrogate BC report as a reference point. 

b) Publish the Overview & Scrutiny Guide on the website 
Medium 

Agreed Action Responsibility Implementation date 

a) Agreed. Already in progress. 
b) Agreed. 

Democratic Services 
Manager 

a) June 2020 
b) December 2019 
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3 
Risk Description Current Rating Target Rating 

The Scrutiny function does not operate effectively and in accordance with the 
Council’s Constitution and recognised good practice. 

GREEN GREEN 

Findings 

Policy review work 
We were advised that the timetabling / forward planning of policy review items could be better; some are last minute and reviews are known 
about a long time in advance. 

Implications 

Work cannot be programmed in advance.   

Recommendation Priority level 

Produce a ‘schedule’ of all policies that BBC have (with a review date) and use it to forward plan policy review 
work. Medium 

Agreed Action Responsibility Implementation date 

Agreed. A list will be produced via SMT and CMT. Democratic Services 
Manager 

April 2020 
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The following items are advisory recommendations / comments arising from the audit, which management may wish to consider 
implementing to improve efficiency of the system or performance. 

Ref Finding Advice 

AP1 

Democratic Services resource 
The current set up of a Lead Officer and Democratic Services 
Officer for each Scrutiny committee provides a satisfactory level 
of resource to support the scrutiny function but comments have 
been made (by officers and Members) that the effectiveness of 
the scrutiny function could be improved by having more 
resource, particularly as Members are keen use Task & Finish 
Groups to undertake scrutiny work. 

Consider if the current level of Democratic Services support for 
the Scrutiny function is appropriate. 
 
Democratic Services have recently appointed an Apprentice 
which may, in time, allow additional time to be spent on scrutiny 
work. 
 

AP2 

Review of partners / stakeholders 
The Overview & Scrutiny Guide (para 5.1) contains ‘building 
blocks’ for the work programme which includes the Local 
Strategic Partnership and the review of external organisations. 
 
A review of the work undertaken by the two Scrutiny committees 
in 2018/19 and so far in 2019/20 found a very limited level of 
work in this area, however there may be good reasons for this 
(ie, lack of concerns / issues, etc). 

Ensure that the consideration of scrutiny work on external areas 
or partners is actively undertaken as part of work planning.  
This could include the Local Strategic Partnership, Lincolnshire 
County Council, Health bodies, etc.). 
 
 

AP3 

Terms of Reference – Performance Monitoring 
In respect of performance monitoring both committees receive 
quarterly performance reports.  
However there are service areas that don’t have performance 
targets / measures which means that performance monitoring 
work doesn’t cover all areas of the Council. 

Consider if there are benefits to performance monitoring more 
widely, say on a service or portfolio holder basis. 
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Ref Finding Advice 

AP4 

Terms of Reference – Service Plans 
The Terms of Reference for the Scrutiny committees include the 
following functions; 
 5. To review service plans and policy implementation and 

raise policy issues with the Cabinet and / or Council, 
whichever is appropriate 

 6. To carry out performance management responsibilities 
for every service including receiving information on the 
outcome of service delivery plans 

 
Both committees undertake policy and performance 
management work but do not undertake any review or 
performance management of service plans. 

Determine if service plans are still something that the Scrutiny 
committees should review and performance manage. If it isn’t 
then it should be removed from the Terms of Reference at the 
next review. 
 

AP5 

Future work planning 
Work planning is done on a short term basis (usually 1-2 
meetings in advance) and work is being done to encourage 
Members to think about work planning over the medium term (up 
to a year). 

Continue with the work being done to have longer term 
workplans. 
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High Substantial 

 
Our critical review or assessment on the 
activity gives us a high level of 
confidence on service delivery 
arrangements, management of risks, 
and the operation of controls and / or 
performance. 
 

 

 
Our critical review or assessment on 
the activity gives us a substantial 
level of confidence (assurance) on 
service delivery arrangements, 
management of risks, and operation 
of controls and / or performance. 
 

 

The risk of the activity not achieving its objectives or outcomes is low.  
Controls have been evaluated as adequate, appropriate and are 
operating effectively. 
 

There are some improvements needed in the application of controls 
to manage risks. However, the controls have been evaluated as 
adequate, appropriate and operating sufficiently so that the risk of 
the activity not achieving its objectives is medium to low.   
 

Limited Low 

 
Our critical review or assessment on the 
activity gives us a limited level of 
confidence on service delivery 
arrangements, management of risks, 
and operation of controls and / or 
performance. 

 

 
Our critical review or assessment on 
the activity identified significant 
concerns on service delivery 
arrangements, management of risks, 
and operation of controls and / or 
performance. 
 

 

The controls to manage the key risks were found not always to be 
operating or are inadequate. Therefore, the controls evaluated are 
unlikely to give a reasonable level of confidence (assurance) that the 
risks are being managed effectively.  It is unlikely that the activity will 
achieve its objectives. 
 

There are either gaps in the control framework managing the key 
risks or the controls have been evaluated as not adequate, 
appropriate or are not being effectively operated. Therefore the risk 
of the activity not achieving its objectives is high. 
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Action Priority 

High  

Immediate management attention is required - an internal control or 
risk issue where there is a high certainty of:  substantial loss / non-
compliance with corporate strategies, policies or values / serious 
reputational damage / adverse regulatory impact and / or material 
fines (action taken usually within 3 months). 
 

Medium 

Timely management action is warranted - an internal control or risk 
issue that could lead to financial loss / reputational damage / 
adverse regulatory impact, public sanction and / or immaterial fines 
(action taken usually within 6 to 12 months). 
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Distribution List   

 

Chief Executive 

Corporate Director 

Democratic Services Manager 

Chief Financial Officer 

Transformation & IT Manager 

 

Disclaimer 

The matters raised in this report are only those which came to 
our attention during our internal audit work.  Our quality 
assurance processes ensure that our work is conducted in 
conformance with the UK Public Sector Internal Audit 
Standards and that the information contained in this report is 
as accurate as possible – we do not provide absolute 
assurance that material errors, fraud or loss do not exist.   

This report has been prepared solely for the use of Members 
and Management of Boston Borough Council. Details may be 
made available to specified external organisations, including 
external auditors, but otherwise the report should not be used 
or referred to in whole or in part without prior consent.  No 
responsibility to any third party is accepted as the report has 
not been prepared, and is not intended for any other purpose. 

 


