Performance Portfolio Holder – 26 October 2010
 4.1

[image: image1.jpg]ARTLEPOC







Report of:
Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee
Subject:
CALL-IN OF DECISION - COUNSELLING SERVICES

SUMMARY

1.
PURPOSE OF REPORT

2.1 To report the outcome of the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee meeting on the 24 September 2010 (adjourned and reconvened on the 6 October 2010) at which consideration was given to the Call-In of the following decision taken by the Performance Portfolio Holder on the 13 August 2010:-
Minute No. 6 – Counselling Services
 


“The Portfolio Holder noted the content of the report and approved the procurement exercise on the basis of 60% quality and 40% price”
2.2 To refer decision taken in Minute No 6 of Performance Portfolio Holder on the 13 August 2010 (as outlined in section 2.1 above) back to the Portfolio Holder for further consideration. 
2.
SUMMARY OF CONTENTS


The report outlines the key concerns of the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee in relation to the ‘call-in’ of the decisions taken by Performance Portfolio Holder on the 13 August 2010 in relation to the intention to procure a provider of counselling services.

3.
RELEVANCE TO CABINET

3.1 As per the Authority’s Call-In procedure, the Performance Portfolio Holder is required to consider the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee’s comments and respond to them.  In considering comments the Performance Portfolio Holder has two options in terms of a way forward:-

(i) Reaffirm the original decision, or 
(ii) Modify the original decision.
4.
TYPE OF DECISION

4.1
Non key decision.

5.
DECISION MAKING ROUTE

5.1
The decision making route is as follows:

-   Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee on 27 August 2010 and 24 September 2010 (reconvened on the 6 October 2010);

- 
Performance Portfolio Holder meeting on 26 October 2010; and 
- Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee on 12 November 2010 (subject to availability of Portfolio Holder).  

6.
DECISION(S) REQUIRED

6.1   To note the views expressed by the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee in response to the ‘call-in of decision taken on the 13 August 2010; and

6.2   To reaffirm or amend the decision taken by Performance Portfolio Holder on the 13 August 2010 (minute no. 6 refers), setting out the reasons for doing so in response to the issues raised by the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee.

Report of:
Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee
Subject:
CALL-IN OF DECISION - COUNSELLING SERVICES

1. 
BACKGROUND

1.1 At the Performance Portfolio Holder meeting on the 13 August 2010 a report was submitted for consideration in relation to the intention to procure a provider of counselling services.  Following consideration of the report provided, the Performance Portfolio Holder made the following decisions:-
Minute No. 6 – Counselling Services
 


“The Portfolio Holder noted the content of the report and approved the procurement exercise on the basis of 60% quality and 40% price”
1.2 To assist the Performance Portfolio Holder, copies of the report and an extract of the minutes from the Performance Portfolio Holder meeting on the 13 August 2010 are attached at Appendix A and B, respectively.
1.3 The Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee gave initial consideration to a ‘call-in’ notice in relation to the Performance Portfolio Holder decision (as outlined in Section 1.1 above) taken on the 13 August 2010.  Following consideration of the information provided, the Committee received and accepted a ‘call-in’ notice on the basis that the decision had been taken in contravention of the principles of decision making (as outlined in Article 13 of the Constitution).  The reason identified in the Call-In Notice being ‘Best value, clarity of aims and desired outcomes: due consideration of options available, efficiency, reasonableness’.
1.4 A further meeting of the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee was convened on the 24 September 2010 (adjourned and reconvened on the 6 October 2010) to give full consider the ‘call-in’.  Those in attendance at during the course of the three meetings included the Performance Portfolio Holder, Chief Customer and Workforce Services Officer and Health, Safety & Wellbeing Manager and the outcomes of discussions at these meetings are outlined in Section 2 of this report. 
2. KEY ISSUES / CONCERNS
2.1 The Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee met on the 24 September 2010 (adjourned and reconvened on the 6 October 2010) to determine whether it agreed with the members submitting the call-in notice. The Committee discussed in detail the decision and expressed views as follows:-

(a) The Appropriateness of Going Out to Tender at This Time.  Members queried the basis and timing of the decision to go out to formal tender.  It was highlighted that:-

(i) Contract Procedure Rules - The ‘trigger’ figure for the initiation of the formal tender process was expected to rise to ₤50,000 and that this would remove the need to go out to formal tender.  Members also suggested an approach should be made to the current provider to explore the potential for them to provide the service at either a fixed price or reduced rate, both of which options would keep the contract figure under ₤25,000.  Whilst this would allow the informal arrangement, which some Members felt would be beneficial given the external factor detailed below, to continue it was recognised that this option would need further exploration given the requirements of the Contract Procedure Rules.

(ii) The Impact of External Factors - Particular attention was drawn to the possible impact of GP Commissioning on the provision of the services in the future.  Concern was expressed by Members that should GP Commissioning come through, and we have put in place a 3/5 year contract, we could be at risk of having to continue with the contract.  Whilst it was recognised that a notice period could be included in the contract, Members were concerned that this would be unfair to a provider who had geared up its operations and staffing to accommodate the workload.

In response to this query, Members were advised that the current arrangement was provided on a ‘call off’ contract basis (which either party could stop at any time).  Emphasis was placed upon the benefits of a longer term formal contract in:

· Demonstrating a commitment from both sides, creating an environment for effective partnership working;

· Enabling the successful company to effectively gear up its services (i.e. staffing resources) to meet the Councils needs; and

· Ensuring the provision of an effective long term service provider. 

In addition to this, it was also highlighted that increased usage of 25% between 2008/9 and 2009/10 had prompted the view that the market should be tested to obtain the best for the Council and its employees.  

(b) The Information / Evidence Utilised in Making the Decision.  In exploring the decision, Members sought clarification as to the number of providers used and were interested to find that an additional provider was used for those individuals whose relatives work for MIND.  In addition to this, Members highlighted the importance of exploring and evaluating the following factors as part of any decision on the future provision of the service:

(i) Usage and Future Need – The Committee was advised that evaluation of future usage was very difficult to undertake, given factors such as seasonal variations (resulting in an inability to extrapolate figures and statistics from the first 6 months) and the potential challenges faction the authority.  It was noted by the It was also highlighted that the allocated budget (₤20,000) was often over-spent, with the shortfall often financed through savings elsewhere.  
Members were surprised that a decision on the provision of the service had been taken without knowledge of future demand and expressed concern that finding of the shortfall from savings could not be expected to continue in the future.  The Committee did, however, note that work was being undertaken to identify ways of minimising future shortfalls (via reduced cost), although it was recognised that this would be a difficult balancing act given potential increased usage.

(ii) Effectiveness, Quality and Value - The Committee reiterated its views in relation to the importance of undertaking appropriate evaluations as part of any decision making process.  Members were again surprised to find that a decision on the provision of the service had been taken without knowledge of the effectiveness, quality or value of current provision.

In discussing these issues, Members:

· Highlighted the importance of the service in getting people back to work without delay and the positive benefits this has on reducing costs to the authority (both financial in terms of sick pay and practical in terms of increased workload stress on colleagues).  On this basis, Members were of the view that to some degree the cost of the service was far out weighed by its potential benefits;
· Welcomed indications that whilst a 6 session limit was in place, this could be increased to respond to individual needs;

· Drew attention to the 60:40 quality / costs approach to be tender, and strongly indicated that quality must be the prime criteria in the provision of the service.  Whilst the need to obtain value for money was recognised welfare of staff was paramount;

· Acknowledged the effectiveness of the service in providing access to counselling services faster than any other route, although it was noted that the service would be free should a member of staff go direct to MIND. 

· Noted that the effectiveness, quality and value of the service was very difficult effectively evaluate and that data was not easily accessible on an individual case basis.  Whilst a basic evaluation of the service had been on an anecdotal basis, with views from staff and the providers being good, shown the following, Members felt strongly that a more formal and detailed process needed to be undertaken.

2.2 Taking into consideration the evidence provided, Members expressed concern that insufficient information had been made available to the Performance Portfolio Holder in relation to usage, future need, effectiveness, quality and value of the service.  Members were of the view that this information was essential to the implantation of a decision in relation to the provision of the service.

2.3 The Committee was in no way against the concept of undertaking a tendering process and recognised the need to balance a robust business case against the provision of a quality service.  However, Members felt strongly that now was not the time to entre into a long-term contract of this type, given the potential implications of GP Commissioning and the financial / staffing challenges facing the authority in the coming year.  On this basis, the Committee identified the following proposal for consideration by the Performance Portfolio Holder as  a potential way forward:-
(i) Current arrangements for the provision of counselling services should continue in the short term to allow time for an ‘informal’ quotations procedure to be undertaken;

(ii) As part of the ‘informal’ procedure, 3 quotations be sought from local companies to facilitate the award of a 12 month contract for the provision of counselling services on a 60:40 (quality: price) basis;

(i) During the 12 month duration of the contract, a full evaluation of the counselling service provided be undertaken, including consideration of demand, effectiveness / quality and the impact of external factors (i.e. GP commissioning); and

(ii) At the end of the 12 month contract, the results of the evaluation are used to inform a decision as to whether a ‘formal’ quotations procedure should be undertaken to award a full / longer term contract. 
3. RECOMMENDATIONS

3.1 That the Committee disagreed with decision of Minute 6 (as outlined in Section 2.1 and 2.3 of the report) and refers this back to the Performance Portfolio Holder for further consideration.
3.2 That in reconsidering his decision, the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee recommend to the Performance Portfolio Holder that:- 
(iii) Current arrangements for the provision of counselling services should continue in the short term to allow time for an ‘informal’ quotations procedure to be undertaken;

(iv) As part of the ‘informal’ procedure, 3 quotations be sought from local companies to facilitate the award of a 12 month contract for the provision of counselling services on a 60:40 (quality: price) basis;

(iii) During the 12 month duration of the contract, a full evaluation of the counselling service provided be undertaken, including consideration of demand, effectiveness / quality and the impact of external factors (i.e. GP commissioning); and

(iv) At the end of the 12 month contract, the results of the evaluation are used to inform a decision as to whether a ‘formal’ quotations procedure should be undertaken to award a full / longer term contract. 

Contact Officer: -
Joan Stevens, Scrutiny Manager

Chief Executives Department – Corporate Strategy


Hartlepool Borough Council


Tel: - 01429 284142

Email:- joan.stevens@hartlepool.gov.uk
BACKGROUND PAPERS

The following background paper was used in the preparation of this report:-

(i) Report and Minutes of the Performance Portfolio meeting held on 11th August 2010.

(ii) Report and Minutes of the Joint Health Scrutiny Forum and Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee meeting held on 27th August 2010.

(iii) Report of the 24th August 2010. 

(iv) Report of the Scrutiny Co-ordinating Committee on the 24 September 2010 and 6 October 2010.
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