THE FUTURE OF INSPECTION AND ASSESSMENT

SOLACE’S RESPONSE TO PROPOSALS FOR THE COMPREHENSIVE AREA ASSESMENT 
Vision, principles, and approach
SOLACE welcomes the vision declared for the CAA process:

“CAA will be:

· Relevant to the quality of life of local people

· Area and outcome focussed

· Constructive and forward-looking

· Joint and participative”.
It believes that the emerging CAA approach is conceptually appropriate and broadly consistent with the evolving central/local partnership.  If implemented wisely it will contribute to the further strengthening of partnership responses to the needs of people and places.  
It welcomes the open approach to the development of CAA, with its emphasis on design through discussion and action learning.  It will work with the inspectorates in that spirit, through the design stages and in delivery.
But SOLACE also believes that there are important tests which must be met if the CAA process is to fulfil its potential.  It believes that they need to be made explicit, and used to test the design more thoroughly. 

Tests to be met in design and implementation

CAAs must:

1. Be based on self-awareness by local councils and partnerships, and work in the context of the commitment of the sector to peer review and mutual support in improvement. 

2. Be based on partnerships which are open, transparent and accountable.

3. Be linked to the rhythm of strategic planning, local progress review, and improvement processes.
4. Be set within a fully understood process of progression and improvement in service delivery and place shaping – for all the agencies that have a contribution to make at local level

5. Add an independent judgement to local considerations, in a way that ensures high quality: in the understanding of local contexts and improvement agendas and in the application of learning from elsewhere.

6. Be sufficiently rigorous to ensure that performance that lies below acceptable standards, or that implies unacceptable risk to the standards of care for vulnerable groups, can be spotted.  This process must be strong enough to be relied on: by local people, but also by Government and its inspection agencies – to the extent that rolling programmes of inspection are rendered unnecessary and are replaced by targeted inspections in circumstances where levels of performance or risks to vulnerable groups are unacceptable.
7. Encourage ambition, local leadership, and intelligently-managed risk taking

8. Be set within an approach to improvement that also considers the collective impact of processes at local, regional and national levels

9. Have a learning and adaptation process built into the design, so that it keeps pace with changing contexts and challenges
10. Be proportionate: to what is needed in areas with different track records and levels of risk; in the balance of financial and energy requirements between its demands and those of delivery at local level

11. Be sufficiently flexible and be able to meet the needs of authorities of different shapes and sizes with variable geography and geometry. 

SOLACE believes that, whilst these tests are consistent with the stated approach of the Audit Commission and Inspectorates to the development of the CAA, the consultation papers do not provide assurance that they are being applied to its design with sufficient rigour.  It is also concerned that the response to the tests may be further weakened as design progresses to the delivery stage.
Audiences

It believes that greater care should be applied to thinking through the different audiences for the CAA process.  Three are identified:

1. Local residents, wishing to be aware of the quality of local agencies and partnerships

2. Central government, wishing to be assured as to the quality of service delivery, particularly for vulnerable groups

3. Local councils and their partners, who find external assessment and benchmarking an important adjunct to their review and improvement processes.

These audiences have different requirements from the CAA process, and the balance needs to be given great care.
Issues for fuller attention

Drawing on these considerations SOLACE believes that the following issues need to be given fuller attention.

Quality, proportionality, and frequency
The quality, and therefore the impact, of the summative assessment of the prospects for an area is of prime importance.  To meet the tests set out above the assessment needs to be timed to fit the cycle of self-assessment and renewal of ambition, priorities and strategies in local partnership sectors, and it must involve an intense attention to hard and soft information that draws on local self-reflection as well as highly-informed and respected external judgement.  It must do so without diverting energy from the local delivery of challenging change agendas.  

We agree with the emphasis placed on continuous engagement between the CAA Link Officer and the local council and partnership.  But we think that the commitment to an annual cycle of reporting for all aspects of the CAA process should be reconsidered.  
Most effective partnerships overlay annual planning, delivery and review rhythms with a longer term approach to delivering change programmes linked to key ambitions.  The three-year LAA cycle reflects this and the sector’s developed use of self-assessment and challenge-focussed peer review can be effectively programmed over such a cycle.
There should therefore be consideration of a CAA process that retains an annual analysis of performance information and other quantifiable data to assess direction of travel and to identify risks to vulnerable groups, but reduces the frequency of the summative prospects assessment to a three-yearly cycle. 
The triennial assessment must be set in the context of a strong assessment of local circumstances, ambitions, and change programmes.  This assessment should be agreed and signed-off with the local council and its partners.

Reporting arrangements
The current reporting arrangements have three elements.  There are overlaps in the intended contents of the Direction of Travel and Use of Resources sections, and some conceptual confusion over their purposes.  SOLACE suggests that they should be consolidated into one annual report, consistent with the rhythm of reporting proposed above.

Systems of delivery and different concepts of partnership
The CAA represents a third generation of local assessments, following the original CPA and the “Harder Test”.  
For many of the key issues affecting places and people it is decisions and programme delivery approaches at a combination of local, regional and national levels that determines impact.  For example, responses to skills agendas rely on the work of local partnerships, the DWP, the LSC and the HE sector; transport and connectivity agendas rely on effective integration of approaches through the HA and the DfT as well as local transport and highway authorities; economic strategies require effective linkage of RDA, city region and local authority approaches.

SOLACE believe that more attention is required to the effectiveness of the whole systems delivering on these agendas, and thus on vertical as well as lateral partnerships.

Overall prospects and the interests of vulnerable groups
There are tensions inherent in a system that is intended to assess both prospects for the community as a whole and the interests of vulnerable groups.  Both are important.  
The attention to vulnerable groups must be sufficiently rigorous to ensure that risks are picked up quickly and accurately.  It is appropriate that acceptable standards for their management should be established and policed.  
It is fundamental to the conceptual design of the CAA process that the risk assessment should be incorporated within its design, with any issue-specific inspection regime being initiated by CAA findings rather than running alongside it as a rolling programme.  

It seems evident from the discussions over possible rolling programmes that this approach has not yet proved convincing to elements of government and the inspectorates.  In response, the CAA design process needs to develop a clearer and stronger statement as to how risks to vulnerable groups, and more general signs of unacceptably poor service delivery, will be identified and reported.  This approach can be consistent with the pattern of annual analysis of quantifiable information, and less frequent summative assessment, described above.
Use of resources
We recognise that the UofR assessment has, in the past, been a powerful driver for improvement, promoting high standards of governance and accountability and challenging organisations to deliver better value for money.  We believe that these issues remain highly important and will need particular care as the potential of partnership delivery is fully developed.

But we believe that attention to the issues will be more effectively assessed and challenged if more care is taken to the place of UofR judgments within the overall design of the CAA process.  We have set out some thoughts and suggestions in the attached Annexe A, paying particular attention to matters of:

· Scope, scale and cost

· Proportionality

· Scoring 

· Skills and capacity, and the

· Key Lines of Enquiry

Performance Information

The refresh of the three-yearly best value satisfaction survey should be used as an opportunity to make the new national survey of public views on local services a high quality standard across the public sector.  Whilst councils have, through the three-yearly approach, sought to bring together consultation across tiers and areas, other partners continue to adopt a range of different approaches and standards.  This is an opportunity to deliver excellent practice across the sector with respect to sensitivity of survey to minority and hard to reach groups.

Implementation of the survey, and wider CAA methodology should though avoid increased blurring, for citizens and communities, of the lines of accountability for key services.  Given the acknowledged lack of clarity for citizens already about who does what locally with respect to public services, implementation of the CAA approach, and particularly communication about inspection/audit findings should pay particular attention to this issue.

Audit and inspection of performance information needs to respond to the increased appetite amongst many local partnerships to pool data and adopt a common approach to information and intelligence in the interests of strengthening evidence based decision making.  Inspection activity and methodology should be sufficiently flexible to encourage such an approach rather than expecting local silos to continue to reflect inspectorate or national departmental interests.

The role of the CAAL and the role of Government Offices
SOLACE welcomes the concept of the CAA Lead (CAAL) and the strength of the continuing relationship with councils and their partners.  It believes that some key issues need to be explored further as the arrangements are implemented:

While the principle of working collaboratively and in partnership is clear within the consultation paper, what authority would the CAAL have if there were differences of view amongst inspectorate bodies about a particular council or if the judgement was challenged?  Is it, in the end, a single person judgement?

What kind of teams sit under the CAAL?  Is it a virtual team, working together, or an actual team sitting in one regional office?  The CAAL would have to ensure that they had access to a team with sufficient breadth and range to give a rounded view rather than a service specific view.

The short description in the consultation paper of the respective roles of the CAAL and the Government Office is not fully convincing.  In recent years government offices have become more involved in policing the delivery of key programmes, for example Every Child Matters and the delivery of neighbourhood renewal partnership structures.  The roles as described in the consultation paper attempt to delineate the respective responsibilities under the CAA regime, but SOLACE urges further discussion between AC, the Government Offices, and local authorities so that the most appropriate working arrangements can be explored.

Issues which relate to specific spatial areas, and CAA arrangements in two-tier areas
Some key issues within any area covered by an LAA will relate to a specific geographical locality.  This is as true for metropolitan areas, where there may be issues of closing well-being gaps or regeneration for particular communities, as for areas covered by counties and district councils.

Conversely, some issues will relate to areas that cover more than one LAA area: most obviously those included in MAAs. 

SOLACE believes that the arrangements for assessing prospects for these issues that do not fit LAA areas should be discussed and established locally, in consultation with the relevant councils and their partners.  Attempting to set

a national approach will fail to reflect the variations in local delivery arrangements, and the extent to which they will be developing in the context of the Sub National Review.

It is particularly important that this issue is approached with care, and with a full understanding of local contexts, in two-tier areas.  The current proposals give some attention to this issue, but do not seem appropriate to SOLACE colleagues.  There are dangers that they will not be meaningful to residents and will not provide a constructive input to delivery partnerships.

The issues related to CAA in two-tier areas will be explored further in a separate document which will also be submitted as part of the full SOLACE response.

Linkages to democratic process
The current proposals show little sign that the relationship between the CAA process and the democratic mandate and accountability of councillors has been considered with any care.  It is assumed that CAA findings will be reported to Executives/Mayors, to Overview and Scrutiny Management Committees, and to full Councils.  Each has a distinct responsibility for responding to reports. The timing of reports will need to take account of electoral rhythms.
Partnership delivery, inspection regimes, and CAA
Greater care needs to be taken over the nature of partnership structures.  The current proposals equate partnerships with LSPs.  In practice LSP boards are only part of an effective partnership structure which, typically, will also include LPSBs, thematic delivery partnerships, partnership project structures and, in many areas, partnership structures at locality and neighbourhood level.  

The focus of CAA is on evaluation of delivery of outcomes in the area, which may be the responsibility of a single organisation or of partnerships.  Other service/organisation specific performance and inspection frameworks will continue but must be developed alongside and in full awareness of CAA to avoid duplication. If not, it is difficult to see how significant a factor a judgement will be on (say) the PCT or Constabulary for an area. It is essential that the impact of an Assessment will not be differentially felt across a partnership.
These other frameworks must properly reflect and acknowledge the shared responsibility for those organisations in working with councils, and in putting understanding of citizens, service users and taxpayers at the heart of their decisions about local services.  Otherwise there’s a real danger CAA will pull in different direction to service specific inspection regimes which prioritise different approaches.

Other frameworks should specifically and consistently evaluate and prioritise the extent to which partner organisations respond to the ‘duty to cooperate’ – qualitatively evaluating the effectiveness of their engagement and the impact it has on successfully securing delivery of outcomes. 
There is a need to see development of a stronger and more pervasive common culture of Inspection across the public sector – with different inspectorates developing a more consistent shared language of priorities.  In particular, CAA should stimulate a commonly agreed focus on delivery of outcomes rather than measurement of process/input factors across Inspectorates. Another important outcome of CAA should be partnerships which are open and transparent with agreed governance frameworks.
We need to find ways to encourage all public service partners to collaborate on a common area self-assessment.  It should be fit for a range of purposes and audiences, without individual inspectorate straight-jackets requiring duplicative or contradictory multiple distinctive responses from various partner agencies.

There is a need to recognise and seek to manage the cumulative impact of inspection activity on an area and ensure this is proportionate to risk and supportive of improvement.  An overdose of diagnosis can prove counterproductive.  A more evidence based approach is required which stimulates improvement activity and builds on relationships across organisations.

Peer support activity, clearly central to the delivery of CAA should, for instance, become more multi-sectoral to reflect the shift from CPA to CAA and to build more supportive relationships across the public sector.

Greater clarity and confidence that information will be captured once and used many times is required here to alleviate anxieties about duplication, mixed messages and inefficiencies.

Care needs to be given to ensure that the proposals for the Area Prospects Assessment are not too focused on inspecting aspects of process and structure, despite the stated intention to leave such matters to local partnerships.  The intention to focus on how “the partnership organise(s) itself and ensure(s) it has the capacity to deliver those priorities”, is an unnecessary legacy of the CPA approach and may result in an interest in the minutiae of structures rather than the prospects for delivery of outcomes.

Far more important in this context is the focus on the partnership’s understanding of issues, the use of this understanding to inform its priorities and ultimately the likelihood of it achieving outcomes.

An alternative framework and rhythm

This response has suggested significant changes in the rhythm of annual and triennial assessments and in the balance between assessments of individual organisations, systems which engage the range of partners, and in prospects for the area.  It has also proposed that the reports should be consolidated into a simpler set.

We propose to work these suggestions up into a more rounded proposal, and are keen to do so in collaborations with colleagues from the Audit Commission and the inspectorates.

Care over development, quality of key staff, and timescale for implementation

SOLACE believes the CAA process to have the potential to be a powerful component of a progressive strategy for the delivery of improvements for people and places.  It is important that all concerned take care to ensure that the design and implementation processes are of sufficient quality to deliver the potential.

The capabilities of the CAA Area team are crucial to the quality of the CAA product, and to the credibility of the process.  We believe that local partnership structures should have a full role in their deployment assuring the quality of the team. 
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