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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Recommendations

General

1.

That support to the Community and Voluntary sector should be properly recorded
where officers complete individual work programmes and time recording sheets.

That market testing of service options be considered or takes place in appropriate
service areas.

That a Council Community and Voluntary Sector support strategy be drawn up and
adopted as soon as possible.

That individual Council Departments examine the scope for including the Community
and Voluntary Sector in achieving their strategies’ objectives.

Voluntary Sector Grants

5.

6.

10.

11.

12.

13.

That the current funding by percentage guideline allocations be discontinued.

That the current two annual bidding rounds be replaced by a single bidding round.
Alternatively, that voluntary sector grant applications be made on a rolling basis and
considered at quarterly intervals.

That funding for more than one year should not be provided by grants but through
Service Level Agreements where appropriate.

That grant applications be considered on merit against criteria, which have been
revisited, strengthened and made more transparent.

That once the grant criteria have been revised the allocation of grants be delegated
to officers, with the relevant Cabinet Member being consulted, along with the local
Member where appropriate, in line with best practice of similar grant schemes
operated by Herefordshire Council.

That the Voluntary Grants Scheme monitoring system be made more robust to
facilitate a detailed evaluation of the effective use of grant funding, and its impact on
Herefordshire and its residents.

That individual managers be made responsible for monitoring the satisfactory
performance of grants relating to their service areas. That grants be conditional and
only given in return for agreeing to meet a range of responsibilities.

That a limited amount of funding, to be agreed by the Cabinet Member, be ringfenced
for the areas of greatest need within Herefordshire as measured by the Index of
Multiple Deprivation Super Output Areas.

That funding be conditional upon the organisation in receipt of a grant having
diversity and equal opportunities policies in place, which are acceptable to
Herefordshire Council.



14.

That an appraisal panel replace the practice of single officer appraisal of grant
applications.

Service Level Agreements

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

It is recommended that SLAs be established with organisations that receive
significant support (such as Age Concern), but that this be reviewed once the CVS
support strategy has been approved.

That Service Level Agreements be made more specific and linked to required and
measurable outputs and outcomes.

That clear and robust criteria be introduced against which Service Level Agreements
should be monitored.

That any new or renewed Service Level Agreements be drawn up using the checklist
of headings and guidance as outlined in this report.

That rolling Service Level Agreements should not routinely be entered into, but be
used where this is appropriate.

Infrastructure Organisations

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

That the Council endorses Community and Voluntary services continuing to be
provided locally.

That funding for Community Voluntary Action Ledbury & District be withdrawn at the
conclusion of the existing Service Level Agreement on the 31 March 2005, as there
is no economic justification for supporting Community Voluntary Action Ledbury &
District as a separate organisation.

That such notice to Community Voluntary Action Ledbury & District be given as early
as possible.

That no more projects be awarded to Community First without a competitive
tendering exercise taking place, and that this should apply to existing projects where
the appropriate notice can be given.

That Herefordshire Association of Local Councils be warned of the implications of not
meeting their Service Level Agreement monitoring requirements. In the event that
Herefordshire Association of Local Councils fails to provide the monitoring information
as outlined in the Service Level Agreement action be taken to terminate the Service
Level Agreement.

That the Compact agreement between the PCT, the Social Care and Strategic
Housing Directorate (the Council) and the Alliance should be reviewed according to
the terms in the COMPACT and by the Joint Health and Social Care Commissioning
Group.

That collaborative working arrangements be pursued with Citizens Advice Bureaux,
ABLE and Welfare Rights Team, but if this is not achievable that the Welfare Rights
Team service be market tested,



27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

That the Council continues to fund Citizens Advice Bureaux at least at existing levels
whilst the option of partnership working with ABLE and the Welfare Rights Team are
explored in more detail.

That suitable parcels of work involving community activity be tendered, such as
community surveys or activities along the lines of Planning for Real exercises.

That the Race Equality Partnership be asked to consider the transfer of the service to
the Community and Voluntary Sector. This can probably be best achieved by
commissioning the activity with an individual Infrastructure organisation, or
undertaking a market testing exercise.

That the Strategic Housing Department places more of a rural focus into the job
description of one of its current Housing Officers.

That the Herefordshire Council Lifelong Learning Development Unit considers the
scope for using the Community and Voluntary Sector to deliver a larger proportion of
adult learning activity.

That some services be considered for market testing either for provision by the
Community and Voluntary Sector or to be retained in-house. These are:

e Work that involves going out into the community.
e Parish plans consultation.
e Community Development Co-ordinator.



3.1

3.1.1

3.1.2

3.1.3

3.2

3.3

3.3.1

3.3.2

INTRODUCTION

Background to the review

In March 2003 Herefordshire Council’s Social and Economic Development
Scrutiny Committee agreed terms of reference for a review of support to the
Community and Voluntary Sector (CVS) provided by Herefordshire Council.
Some data collection work was subsequently undertaken, but the review work
was not progressed. This was largely because of other work pressures as a
result of unavoidable staff changes.

On 9" February 2004 the Strategic Monitoring Committee agreed that a review
of CVS support be undertaken, using graduate placements. (See Appendix 1).
A subsequent detailed scoping exercise highlighted that the work required was
much more demanding than originally envisaged and beyond the experience of
the graduate placements. It was also unlikely to be completed in the time
available to them. Consequently in early April 2004 the task was assigned to a
Review Team comprising Members and Council officers. (The membership of
the Review Team is detailed in Appendix 2).

Three officers from the Review Team (led by Glyn West, with support from
Catherine Winsor and Ed Hughes) undertook much of the detailed work, with
support from Annie Brookes as the Community Regeneration contact. Other
Review Team members made significant contributions in specific areas.

Scope of the Review

The scope of the review is detailed in Appendix 3. From the outset it was
necessary to limit the areas to be reviewed, e.g. by excluding personal social
care, as some of the areas are to be examined by separate Best Value reviews.
In addition the review excluded funding for the CVS from third party sources
such as European funding or Single Regeneration Budgets. During the course of
the review we excluded recycling and community transport, as these areas
provide a contractual benefit to the Council and not the CVS; the Courtyard, as it
is the subject of a separate review; and Halo Leisure Trust, as it is not
considered strictly a Voluntary or Community organisation within the scope of
this review.

Conduct of the Review

The Review Team gathered large amounts of data to establish a baseline
position, which included an extensive benchmarking exercise. The term
benchmarking has many definitions. At its widest it is concerned with making
informal comparisons and borrowing good practice. However, benchmarking
can also be a specific performance improvement tool and a way of measuring
services against the best in the field.

It was clear from the outset that it would not be possible to make exact like for
like comparisons between Local Authorities. This was because some Local
Authorities provide services directly rather than using the CVS, or in some cases
do not fund a particular activity at all. A number of Local Authorities were unable
to provide the complete data required, and in some cases they were unable to
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3.3.3

3.34

3.3.5

3.3.6

break down figures in the way we required them. The information obtained was
however robust enough to allow us to reach some general conclusions as to the
extent of CVS support provided by Herefordshire Council in comparison to other
Local Authorities. This suggests that the Council is relatively generous in its
support of the CVS when compared to a number of similar rural Local
Authorities. Fuller benchmarking details can be found in Appendices 4 and 5.

The Review Team initially sent a questionnaire to the New Unitaries
Benchmarking Group, to enable the Council’s support of the CVS to be
compared against other Authorities.

Herefordshire Council is a member of the New Unitaries Benchmarking Group,
which comprises 10 Unitary Authorities that share similar characteristics. It was
hoped this group would give the best comparable data.

In April 2004, a questionnaire and a copy of the scope of the review was sent to
named contacts at the 9 other Councils that are members of the group: These
were:

Bath & North East Somerset North Somerset
Darlington South Gloucestershire
East Riding of Yorkshire Telford & Wrekin

Isle of Wight West Berkshire

North Lincolnshire

Follow up emails were sent in May, but only four replies were received from the
group.

In June the Review Team decided to widen the survey to the following rural
Council areas:

Cornwall Northumberland
Cumbria Powys

Devon Shropshire
Dorset Worcestershire

Monmouthshire

A total of 50 County, Local, District & Borough Councils, and Unitary Authorities
were subsequently sent a copy of the questionnaire. Disappointingly only a
further 8 responses were received. A table showing the results received can be
found in Appendix 4.

The Review Team recognised from the outset that it would be difficult to produce
like for like comparable data. The reasons for this include:

e Some Authorities were only able to provide partial questionnaire returns.

e Authorities do not have the same pattern of services, with more services
provided in-house than Herefordshire Council.

e Some of the information could not be broken down to separate grant support
to the voluntary sector from other grant support to the Business sector.

e The definition of what constitutes in-kind support has been the subject of on-
going debate and interpretation.

8



3.3.7

3.3.8

3.3.9

3.3.10

3.3.11

3.3.12

3.3.13

Nevertheless the Review Team was able to reach general conclusions. We
consider that Herefordshire Council is generous in the support it gives to the
CVS. We recognise that these sectors are less developed elsewhere and this
has an impact on the level of support given. Based on this limited comparative
data we have concluded there is no overwhelming case for Herefordshire
Council to provide extra resources to the CVS.

As the review progressed the Review Team then drew up a simple
questionnaire to specifically look at levels of funding for infrastructure
organisations, in an attempt to benchmark Herefordshire Council’'s performance
in this area. This was sent to all of the 59 Councils, who were questioned
previously. The simpler type of questionnaire produced a greater response rate.
A table showing the results received can be found in Appendix 5.

Heads of Service and Service Managers across the Authority were asked
whether they provided any support to the VCS from their Council budgets, within
the scope of the review. Support was defined as specific grants, Service Level
Agreements (SLAs) (not including statutory provision) and any in-kind
assistance (such as free or subsidised use of accommodation). Estimates of
Council officer time spent monitoring and supporting the CVS have been
included in the table of support (Appendix 6). However, Infrastructure
organisations felt the total funding figure was not wholly support given to them,
but included the administration cost of monitoring their Service Level
Agreements. They argued that time spent meeting the Council’s monitoring
requirements gave them less time to deliver services. There was empathy for
this view from a number of Council officers interviewed.

The Review Team has based Council officer support costs on their existing
grades and salaries. These will of course be subject to change as a result of the
job evaluation exercise, but for the purposes of the Review existing salaries
have been used.

Smaller amounts are not shown in detail in this table (except business rate
relief), and usually relate to support including reduced room hire rates,
photocopying, expenses, officer advice and free publicity. The sum total of this
support amounted to £2,244, and is included, but listed as a de minimis item.

The wider Review Team met on five occasions to consider progress, to agree
the further work required and to approve recommendations for the final report.
Three meetings were also held with the elected Members on the Review Team
to report on activities, to seek views on provisional findings and to secure
support for the report's recommendations. Records were kept of all these
discussions.

The review itself was crosscutting in nature, and involved holding semi-
structured interviews with appropriate Council officers, Managers, Heads of
Service and Directors. In addition semi-structured interviews were held with
representatives of most of the Infrastructure Bodies, along with key CVS
organisations that receive substantial Council funding. In total some 42
interviews took place over a 7-month period (see Appendices 7 and 8). Standard



3.3.14

3.3.15

3.4

3.4.1

questionnaires were sent in advance to obtain specific information and to allow
Infrastructure organisations an opportunity to consider their responses.

Officers identified as providing CVS support had a monetary estimate calculated
for their time involved. They were sent a standard questionnaire to gather
detailed information on the support they provided. They were challenged over
the effectiveness of their monitoring activities, and questioned over policies and
procedures surrounding the Council’'s support to the CVS. A copy of the
standard questionnaire is shown at Appendix 9. On receipt of their responses,
the Review Team decided if a one-to-one interview with the officer was required
to discuss their answers in more detail. It was not necessary to interview some
officers, as their support was minimal or their answers were straightforward.
When a structured interview was held with an officer, a further individual list of
questions was drawn up based on the officer's original response to the
questionnaire. During the discussions further standard questions were raised to
ensure a degree of consistency in approach. Once again records were kept of
all these discussions.

A meeting was held at the outset with infrastructure organisation representatives
to outline the scope of the review and to set out how the review would be
conducted. It allowed us to hear their initial concerns and in some cases to
modify our approach to address those issues. It was initially hoped to hold a
further meeting with the infrastructure organisation representatives to share our
draft findings. Unfortunately there was insufficient time to do this. Infrastructure
organisations were therefore asked to confirm the accuracy of our factual data.

General issues

The CVS plays a vital role in Herefordshire. The Review Team literature survey
identified a number of Government initiatives to encourage the expansion the
role of the CVS. As an example Futurebuilders is a new £125 million
Government investment fund for England, backed by the Home Office which
aims to increase the role that the CVS plays in the delivery of public services.
The Review Team agrees that everyone has a role to play in building strong,
active communities. The National Council for Voluntary Organisations has
pointed to a change in the relationship between Government and the CVS,
which is particularly evident in the Government’s approach to public service
delivery, and the role that the CVS can play in delivering services. The
Government has identified the sector as having a vital link to socially excluded
communities because they have developed trust by filling the gaps between
mainstream services. A number of trends are emerging, such as:

Increasing demand for services and rising expectations

Importance of choice and quality

The emphasis on local public service delivery and user involvement
Prevalence of performance management and improved accountability
Strengthened competition amongst service providers

Polarisation of the sector between those that deliver public services and
those that do not, and between large charities and smaller organisations

The Review Team acknowledges these pressures, and welcomes the
opportunity for the CVS to play a greater role in service delivery in

10



3.4.2

3.4.3

3.4.4

3.4.5

3.4.6

3.4.7

Herefordshire. That said, we do not consider Herefordshire Council can continue
to be the first port of call for additional funding for the CVS. We believe the
majority of CVS organisations will need to diversify their income streams so as
not to depend so extensively on Herefordshire Council funding.

The Government has set a target to improve public service efficiency by 2.5% a
year from April 2005 to March 2008. This is to be done in accord with the
findings of the Gershon review into public service delivery. Set against these
increased expectations the Review Team recognises that the provision of
increased Central Government resources is highly unlikely. The Review has
been undertaken on the working assumption that there will be no growth in
Council support for the CVS for the foreseeable future.

During the course of Council officer interviews the Review Team identified a
failure by almost every Council Department to be able to identify time spent by
officers working on support for the CVS. We were generally unable to access
time recording information, and there was an absence of individual work
programme data to help us assess the amount of staff time spent on this activity.
This is a significant weakness, not least in terms of performance management.
There are also considerable variations between and within Directorates as to
how work is recorded, which range from minimal data to reasonable levels of
detail. This may be a wider issue for Herefordshire Council than in relation to
this review alone.

As a result the Review Team has been unable to properly calculate how much
officer time is involved in supporting the CVS. We have had to use estimates of
time, to some extent based on a best guess by officers. Whilst recognising there
is a cost of recording such activity the Review Team considers the lack of this
information is unsatisfactory.

Most of the organisations interviewed requested that their responses be kept
confidential and not disclosed to third parties. After consideration this was
reluctantly agreed, because it led to more openness in the semi-structured
interviews and there was a willingness to comment critically on the activities of
other organisations. It does mean however that in order to maintain this
confidentiality we are not usually able to indicate within this report where specific
criticisms of organisations have come from.

The Review is most appropriately described as a Service Improvement Review,
which contains the elements of the Best Value review guidelines, (comparison,
consultation and challenge) with the exception of addressing competitive testing
of service options. Nevertheless the Review did identify that market testing may
be appropriate in some service areas. If agreed this would require an additional
piece of work that is outside the scope of the Review.

More significantly, there is no overall Council strategy in place for CVS support.
During the interview process we discovered that there is no common view as to
why the Council supports the CVS. Some responses were that we provide
support because we have always done so. Others believed that support was
needed because volunteers would always be able to provide services more
cheaply than direct Council provision. There was a comment that such support
was helping to meet the ambitions of the Herefordshire Plan.

11



3.4.8

3.4.9

The Review Team suggests the Council cannot demonstrate it is achieving best
value if it is not clear why the sector needs support and what objectives that
support should fund. The interview process identified there is no clarity amongst
Council staff as to the purpose of funding the CVS. As a result virtually every
grant application claims to be eligible as CVS activities. The absence of a CVS
support strategy against which we can measure activity has presented us with
fundamental difficulties.

It is difficult to map the full extent of Council CVS support in Herefordshire. The
Review Team struggled to make accurate like for like comparisons with
Infrastructure organisations within and outside the County. Earlier this year
Worcestershire County Council began a Best Value review of the CVS, which is
still ongoing. They state that there is a considerably more complex degree of
comparison required than a straightforward review of other Council services.
They have concluded that there are limits to the amount of comparative data
that can be used to make judgements on the value for money obtained from the
Community and Voluntary Sector.

12



41

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

4.6

VOLUNTARY SECTOR GRANTS SCHEME

Herefordshire Council has operated a Voluntary Sector Grants scheme since it
came into existence in 1998. £500,000 a year has been allocated by the Policy
& Community Directorate, in addition to substantial in-kind support. Of this sum
approximately £160,000 is allocated each year to voluntary sector organisations
as grants and the remainder is used to fund Service Level Agreements with
Infrastructure organisations.

A list of grant awards from 2002 to 2004 is detailed in Appendix 10.

The Voluntary Sector Grants scheme has largely followed the historical funding
arrangements of the former District Councils. Grants have been allocated
against service areas using the following budget percentage allocations as
guidelines:

CATEGORY Guideline Percentage Allocation
Arts 23.96%
Environment/Countryside 2.27%

Play 1.22%

Youth 12.43%

Community 55.40%

Heritage 2.05%

Sport 2.66%

TOTAL 100% (Rounded)

There is no strong case for retaining these percentage allocations, and there
was particular criticism from a number of people interviewed that the percentage
allocation guidelines could not be justified. There were cases made for keeping,
and indeed increasing the proportions for individual service areas.

The Review Team considers grant applications should be considered on merit
against agreed criteria. It should be recognised from time to time there are likely
to be advantages in funding particular service areas disproportionately. The
Review Team recommends the current funding by percentage guideline
allocations should be discontinued.

There are two annual bidding rounds, which aim to allocate 80% of funds in the
first round. Applications have to be submitted by early January each year for the
first round of funding. Successful applicants receive offer letters each April. The
remaining 20% is allocated in the second round. Applications have to be
submitted by the end of March for second round funding. Successful applicants
receive offer letters in early June. Bids are always heavily oversubscribed in
relation to funding available. There is no justification for two annual bidding
rounds with the associated duplication of time spent administering the scheme.

The Community Regeneration Team (CRT) administers the scheme, which
takes up a small amount of staff time (representing up to 7 hours per week). The
CRT provides much more support to the CVS, and keeps acceptable work
programme and timekeeping records.

13



4.7

4.8

4.9

4.10

4.11

412

A number of CVS organisations continue to receive grants year on year and
have come to rely on this funding to continue their operations. The grants are
often used as evidence of match funding for other project applications. This is an
undesirable situation, and far removed from the original aim of grant support,
which was to provide one-off funding for CVS activities. The Review Team was
told that other organisations did not apply for funding, as they believed the
grants would continue to be fully allocated to existing organisations. There
appears to be some truth to this, as the Review Team noted there were few
applications for new projects.

Grants should only be approved on condition that future funding will not be
available from the Voluntary Sector Grants scheme. A argument was made that
in some instances where new services had been set up there could be a case
for providing funding over two years with a smaller amount of funding (tapering)
being offered in the second year. It is considered that in this exceptional event
funding should be agreed using a Service Level Agreement. In this way normal
grant funding will continue to be for one year only with no funding in the second
year. Funding for more than one year should not be provided by grants.

It was also noted that a number of individual Council strategies fail to consider
the role of the CVS and its potential contribution in delivering strategy objectives.
This situation reflects poorly on the Council. A suitable CVS support strategy
should be drawn up and adopted as soon as possible, and individual Council
strategies should examine the scope for including the CVS.

There is no robust Voluntary Sector Grants monitoring system or evaluation of
the impact of grant funding, which means the Council cannot demonstrate these
funds are being used effectively. Monitoring does take place, but the Review
Team considers this is weak because information is only required at the
conclusion of the scheme. This means the Council is often unaware when
problems arise during the course of projects. The Review Team also identified a
lack of clear criteria and expectation against which grants are being monitored.

We are therefore unable to find evidence that either agreeing a substantial
increase or decrease in Voluntary Sector Grants funding is making a significant
difference to Herefordshire residents. In addition there is very limited evaluation
information available when further grant applications are received in the
following year’s bidding rounds.

The eligibility criteria for the Voluntary Sector Grants scheme are included in
Appendix 11. The criteria used to approve applications are inadequate, and
there are no clear explanations given to justify the individual sums approved for
each grant application. We were advised by one Infrastructure organisation of
their discontent with funding decisions and of their concern the Council could not
objectively justify the funding allocations using the grant criteria. We were also
asked to recommend putting an appeals system in place to challenge decisions
made. The Review Team does not however accept that an appeals process is
justified. There will always be some debate over grant approvals, particularly
from unsuccessful applicants. There are however practical problems. If
Herefordshire Council allocated all the funding available at the outset where
would additional funds come from if an appeal were upheld?

14



4.13

4.14

4.15

4.16

417

No criteria exist to target a proportion of grant funding activity in the areas of
greatest need, as measured by the Index of Multiple Deprivation. A case has
been made for ring-fencing some Voluntary Sector Grant funding. There is also
no requirement within the criteria for the grant recipient organisations to have
equal opportunities and diversity policies in place. The grant application form
does ask if the organisation has an equal opportunities policy, but no procedures
exist to check if these are actually observed. It was noted that organisations
without such policies might still be awarded a grant, subject to a grant condition
that such a policy be implemented.

All grant funding should be conditional upon the organisation in receipt of a grant
having diversity and equal opportunities policies, which are acceptable to
Herefordshire Council.

The Review Team looked at the Voluntary Grants applications appraisal
arrangements, and learned that applications are forwarded to officers with
expertise in the area concerned. For example, the Community Youth Service
Manager appraises young peoples’ projects. We observed that applications for
this area of service require the beneficiary organisation to have child protection
policies in place. However the Review Team does not consider a single
appraiser will always have the expertise to confirm the adequacy of such
policies. The Review Team recommends that the practice of single appraisal be
replaced by consideration from an appraisal panel, and commends the good
practice example of panel appraisal currently used by the area based
programmes.

Herefordshire Council should ensure the existing criteria is revisited,
strengthened and made more transparent. If this is implemented the allocation
of grants should be delegated to officers. However to ensure Members are still
involved with individual applications the Review Team recommends that the
relevant Cabinet Member be consulted over each application along with the
local Member where appropriate. This arrangement for Member involvement
works well with the Community Buildings Grant scheme. The CVS should be
involved in helping to determine the grants criteria, but not the grants decision-
making process.

Once funding is awarded individual managers should be made responsible for
grant performance relating to their service areas. Grants should be conditional
and only given in return for agreeing to meet a range of responsibilities. For
example, the Cultural Services Manager should be made responsible for any
grant funding given to cultural organisations. The Cultural Services Manager
should be required to agree a range of desired outputs and outcomes from the
grant recipients. These activities should help to achieve the objectives set within
individual strategies as well as the wider Ambitions of the Herefordshire Plan.
Individual managers should also consider whether Service Level Agreements
might be more appropriate in some circumstances. This would be subject to
funding being available.

15



5.1

5.2

5.3

54

5.5

5.6

SERVICE LEVEL AGREEMENTS

There are at least 12 Herefordshire Council Service Level Agreements (SLAs)
currently in use that set out our support to the CVS. Christine Wright, Principal
Lawyer, was the legal representative on the Review Team, who examined each
of them. It was apparent that as contractual documents most SLAs are unlikely
to stand up to any legal challenge. The Review Team believes that
Herefordshire Council’'s SLAs are not adequate.

The Review Team did not conduct interviews with every CVS organisation that
has an SLA with Herefordshire Council. It was not felt appropriate to undertake
this work until the Council had agreed its CVS support strategy. It is
recommended that SLAs with organisations that receive significant support
(such as Age Concern) be revisited once the CVS support strategy has been
approved.

The Review Team undertook a literature survey as part of the review and
identified a judicial review outcome that quashed a recent Leicester City Council
decision to cut CVS funding. This ruled that the Authority had failed to properly
consult with CVS organisations prior to taking the decision to cut funding. The
Review Team is concerned that provision within SLAs to terminate agreements
are not robust in all cases.

The SLAs contain very different wording, paragraph headings and are of varying
lengths. Some SLAs do not even contain basic information such as payment
arrangements, or targets. The Review Team found that there was no standard
SLA document in existence for use across the Council. There is in most cases
an absence of information within the SLA which clearly sets out each of the
parties’ responsibilities or which specifies the consequences of non-
performance.

During their interviews the Review Team asked Council officers about these
variances in their SLAs. Some agreements date back several years, often
before the 1998 Local Government Reorganisation. A few SLA documents are
based on those terms proposed by the beneficiary organisations; other
agreements were prepared in an ad hoc manner and contain only what was
thought necessary at that time to meet the services’ particular needs. It should
be noted that some officers have been aware of these shortcomings. We were
advised that because a review of the voluntary sector had been expected for
some time officers were awaiting the outcome of the review before revisiting
their SLAs. Officers would be looking for SLA guidance from the review’s
outcome.

Infrastructure organisations also find difficulties working with a majority of our
SLAs. One organisation interviewed was unhappy with different requirements
from the same Council Directorate. One organisation wanted a more demanding
SLA, on the grounds that it would be easier for them to evidence good
performance if the SLA requirements were more explicit. We also listened to an
opposing view, which suggested less specific SLAs gave organisations much
more flexibility to deliver services as needs changed. The Review Team
challenged this approach, and considered SLAs should be more specific. We
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5.7

5.8

5.9

5.10

5.11

5.12

5.13

recommend funding via SLAs should be more closely linked to required and
measurable outputs and outcomes.

The CRT monitors a number of SLAs with key Infrastructure organisations. It
undertakes a limited amount of monitoring, but the Review Team found this was
weak, partly because there was a lack of clear criteria against which SLAs
should be monitored. The Review Team feels this situation is unsatisfactory. Our
concerns are with the current Council SLA monitoring systems, as it has not
been possible to form comprehensive judgements about infrastructure
organisation value for money and beneficiaries’ satisfaction using the existing
monitoring information alone as set out in the SLAs.

The Review Team looked at developing a comprehensive model SLA, initially to
be drawn up by the Council’s Legal Section. However, during the course of our
Council officers interviews it became apparent there was a danger the
comprehensive model SLA would become too onerous and complicated, and
could divert disproportionate resources away from service provision into SLA
monitoring activities. It could also deter CVS organisations from entering into
SLAs with the Council.

As an alternative the Review Team proposes the adoption of a checklist of
standard headings, accompanied by some brief text. Council officers and
Infrastructure organisations welcomed this approach. These could be used
flexibly by services, depending on what is required, but still be robust. (See
Appendix 12). The Review Team recommends that the SLA checklist be
adopted for all SLAs and introduced as they become due for renewal.

Further SLA information can be found in Appendices 13, 14 and 15.

There was also enthusiasm for introducing rolling SLAs, from Infrastructure
organisations and a number of Council officers. These would be agreed for an
initial period, usually three years, and reviewed after year one. If performance
were satisfactory the SLA would be rolled over for a further year, leaving the
SLA, in this example, with still another three years to run. Such arrangements
offer more security to Infrastructure organisations, particularly in terms of budget
planning and employee job security. Council staff are also relieved of the task of
negotiating SLAs as frequently. The rolling SLA would still allow for
discontinuation of funding in the event of non-performance. There are however
some drawbacks to rolling SLAs. It requires Herefordshire Council to effectively
guarantee funding for longer periods, which may not be desirable if service
changes are planned. There is also a risk that such arrangements may lead to a
degree of complacency over service provision.

The Review Team recommends that rolling SLAs should not routinely be
entered into, but that they should be used where this is appropriate.

Questions were asked during interviews to seek views on the minimum and
maximum values for SLAs as well as the maximum length of time SLAs should
be entered into. There was no consensus amongst Council officers and
Infrastructure organisations. At one extreme it was suggested an SLA was
needed regardless of value if it was for a service lasting more than one year. At
the other extreme one officer did not believe the cost of negotiating, drawing up
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and monitoring an SLA was justified at a value below £25,000 per annum. Most
of those interviewed suggested an SLA should last at least one year. The
maximum length of time for a proposed SLA was five years, but the majority
considered three years was about right. The Review Team does not offer a
recommended optimum monetary value or timescale for SLAs. We consider it is
best left to those with responsibility for SLAs to determine according to the
needs of their service.
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6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

6.6

INFRASTRUCTURE ORGANISATIONS

The Review Team was asked to examine the services provided by the main
Infrastructure organisations. The Review Team also looked at the SLA with the
Citizens Advice Bureaux, as the Council provides substantial support to this
organisation. In addition the Review Team was asked to look at support to the
Voluntary Sector Assembly. Summary comments are detailed later, but more
general issues are raised here.

During the structured interviews the Review Team was provided with draft
guidelines for joint working with Community First, Community & Voluntary Action
Ledbury and District, and Herefordshire Voluntary Action. We were told that
these guidelines had been drawn up to establish joint planning and service
delivery protocols between these three Development Agencies in the County.
They were provided in confidence and are not therefore attached as an
appendix. We do however refer to a limited number of areas in the guidelines.

Some Council officers have serious reservations over the value of the
guidelines. They do not believe the proposed arrangements will lead to better
support for the CVS in Herefordshire. The Review Team has studied the
proposed guidelines and has concluded they are not robust. We consider that
the relationship between some of the potentially competing Infrastructure
organisations has been too comfortable. As an example we note that where
conflicts arise external mediation may be appropriate. However this is subject to
all parties voluntarily agreeing to participate, and there is no reference to any
mediation outcome being binding. It is not clear what happens if two of the three
organisations agree but the other organisation does not. Council officers feel
any party can in theory refuse to accept the outcome. In our view the guidelines
appear to focus on protection of the organisations concerned rather than the
benefit of end users.

The development of a Local Compact will help to further explore the
relationships of organisations within the CVS, and we recommend it should go
further than the draft guidelines to produce clearer accountability.

The Review Team was later advised that the draft guidelines are not accept