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CABINET - 5 APRIL 2005
REPORT OF THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE

CONSULTATION STANDARDS - OUTCOMES OF CONSULTATION
PART A

PURPOSE OF REPORT
1.
The purpose of this report is to advise Cabinet of the outcomes of consultation on the Council's draft Consultation Standards that took place between 20th September and 13th December 2004.
RECOMMENDATION
2.
It is recommended that Cabinet approves the Consultation Standards and notes the proposal to provide further guidance/support for staff implementing the Standards.

REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION
3.
To provide the public, stakeholders and staff with a clear statement of the Council’s aims in seeking and responding to views on the services it provides and changes to service delivery.

TIMETABLE FOR DECISIONS INCLUDING SCRUTINY
4.
Scrutiny Commission considered the draft Standards, and the comments received to date, on 17 November and resolved that the Standards and in particular Standard 7, which refers to providing feedback to people and explaining how the consultation had been used to inform Council services and policies, be welcomed.
POLICY FRAMEWORK AND PREVIOUS DECISIONS
5.
The Local Government Act 1999 places a general duty on local authorities to consult representatives of taxpayers, business ratepayers service users or likely service users and other interested parties in relation to the duty to secure continuous improvement in their functions.  In April 2000 the Council adopted fourteen principles of consultation which formed part of the Council’s Consultation Best Practice Guidance.  The Consultation Standards build on these principles and the Government's own standards for consultation.  Using these frameworks, and the National COMPACT Code of Consultation and Policy Appraisal, seven Standards were developed that aim to be shorter, clearer and to strengthen the Council’s existing principles of consultation.

6.
The Medium Term Corporate Strategy states that “it is important that the people of Leicestershire can influence decisions affecting the services we provide, and express their views on those services. This will help us to achieve our aim of promoting diversity in the services we deliver. In order to take their views into account we will continue to improve the co-ordination of consultation within the Council and with our partners”.

7.
Cabinet approved the draft Consultation Standards for consultation on 7 September and agreed to receive a further report on the outcomes of consultation in early 2005.
RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS
8.
Costs of meeting the Consultation Standards will need to be met within existing corporate and departmental consultation budgets and taken into account as part of planning all future consultation exercises.  If service change is proposed as a result of consultation, any proposals will need to be considered in the context of the Council’s overall priorities and as part of the annual and medium term service and financial planning processes.

CIRCULATION UNDER SENSITIVE ISSUES
None.

OFFICER TO CONTACT
Paula Dodd 
Tel:  0116 2658016

 e-mail:  pdodd@leics.gov.uk
Part B

BACKGROUND
9.
Cabinet approved a draft set of Consultation Standards for consultation on 7 September and these were widely distributed with an invitation to comment by 13 December.  Staff were alerted to the consultation via email, the distribution of posters and newsletter features; the public through promotional material and survey forms at all libraries, service shops and help points; members of the Citizens' Panel were sent copies of the questionnaire and partner organisations views were sought through the Leicestershire Together Partnership and the seven district Local Strategic Partnerships.  The Standards, together with the questionnaire, were also published on the Councils website.  

RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION

10.
A total of 179 questionnaires were returned, the majority of which were from members of the Citizens' Panel (136 responses) followed by staff (23 responses), the public (18 responses) and partner organisations (2 responses).  
11.
Overall 90% of respondents rate them as either very good (21%) or good (69%).  5% of respondents considered them to be poor (4.4%) or very poor (0.6%) and 5% didn't know.  Staff rated the Standards most positively and the public least positively. 

12.
In response to how well they think the County Council is currently meeting the requirements of the Standards, 52% of respondents overall indicated either "very well" or "well".  29% thought that the Council was failing to meet the Standards.  The public and partners rated the Council most positively and the Panel least positively. 

13. When asked what was missing from the draft Standards or what improvements could be made nearly 100 comments and suggestions were submitted.  These are summarised in Appendix 1, together with suggested responses, and a small number of revisions are proposed.  Appendix 2 details the revised Consultation Standards.  A full schedule of comments received is available in the Cabinet Office and Group Rooms and will shortly be published on the Council's website at www.leics.gov.uk/HaveYourSay
LINKS TO THE EMERGING CUSTOMER SERVICE CHARTER AND THE LEICESTERSHIRE COMPACT CODE OF CONSULTATION AND POLICY APPRAISAL

14.
Consultation on the draft Customer Service Charter is nearing completion.  It is therefore important to ensure that both of these sets of standards are appropriately cross-referenced to ensure that both staff and the public understand the Council's customer orientated commitments.  Discussions are currently taking place to co-ordinate the two processes as much as possible.  Consultation and community involvement will only succeed if supported by good customer care practice.
15.
Following discussions with the voluntary and community sector, a draft Code of Consultation and Policy Appraisal has now been prepared.  This has been considered by the sector and was discussed by the County Compact Implementation Group in March.  This draft Code complements the draft Consultation Standards and provides further specific guidance on consulting with the voluntary and community sector.

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IMPLICATIONS
16.
The Consultation Standards seek to ensure that when consulting the public the Council works with local communities and uses a variety of ways to increase involvement and participation through involving traditionally excluded groups and by using appropriate skills and techniques to ensure that the needs of different groups of people are taken into account.  Ensuring that the consultation is accessible to those who take part by using a variety of formats and jargon free language is also a key part of the Consultation Standards.
APPENDICES
Appendix 1 - Summary of Comments Received

Appendix 2 - Revised Consultation Standards

BACKGROUND PAPERS

County Council Consultation Best Practice Guidance

Cabinet Office Code of Practice on Consultation

National COMPACT Code of Consultation and Policy Appraisal
Appendix 1

Consultation Standards – Summary of responses to Consultation

(September 2004 – December 2004)

General Comments
(a) Many of the comments supported the Standards in principle although there were many detailed points relating to each of the Standards (see schedule below)

(b) A number of comments related to the consultation practices of other organisations and these will be forwarded to them for their consideration

(c) Several suggestions were made for improvements to service delivery and these will be forwarded to the relevant Department for consideration

(d) Some respondents commented that more local people should be considered and a suggestion was made to establish a residents’ panel to monitor the Council’s performance on meeting the Standards

	Comments
	Response



	Standard 1 – Consult and involve people widely when planning, developing and delivering our services

	(a) The Standards do not state that the Council will listen to the public
	The Council’s Medium Term Corporate Strategy states that “it is important that the people of Leicestershire can influence decisions affecting the services we provide and express their views on those services.”  To this end, Standard 1 encompasses the commitment to actively listen to the views of the public and to consult people at the earliest opportunity and at the right time to give genuine opportunities to influence decisions.  The Standards also advocate the active involvement of Council members and that the Council works with partner organisations including local district and parish councils.

With respect to allowing, wherever possible, 12 weeks for written consultations, it is agreed that further guidance is provided when the Standards are published.

	(b) The need to be honest and open and to ensure that consultation is carried out prior to decisions being made
	

	(c) The need to use existing elected bodies in the consultation
	

	(d) Further guidance on the application of the 12 week commitment
	

	(e) The need to develop the skills of staff undertaking consultation
	


	Comments
	Response



	Standard 2 – Join with partners to share good practice and avoid duplication

	(a) The Council should encourage other agencies to consult properly
	Whilst the standards apply to County Council initiated consultations, good practice is shared with other organisations through the Leicestershire Together Partnership and the Council’s Consultation Toolkit.



	Standard 3 – Ensure that all relevant sections of the community are heard

	(a) Whether all relevant sections are heard or just all sections of the community
	Consulting and involving the public requires resourcing.  Therefore the Council needs to make the most efficient and effective use of resources by targeting consultation at those affected by the proposals.  The Standards state the consultations will be brought to the attention of all interested parties ensuring that it involves representatives from the relevant community.

The Council uses a variety of ways to consult according to the requirements of the consultation.  Each technique has different advantages and disadvantages so the Council needs to consider what it wants to achieve.  Methods include for example postal surveys, public meetings, Citizens’ Juries, on-line surveys and electronic voting.

Guidance on consulting groups traditionally excluded from participating in consultation is included in the Council’s Consultation Toolkit.  Work is ongoing to ensure that this reflects best practice including working with experienced organisations.



	(b) The need for more public meetings as apposed to written consultations
	

	(c) More advice needed for staff on consulting traditionally excluded groups
	


	Comments
	Response



	Standard 4 – Ensure that consultation is accessible to all people who take part

	(a) Suggested additions to the types of formats used and the need to provide appropriate transport for disabled people
	Agreed that Standard 4 is revised to state that Consultations should be held at reasonable times and dates, and that ‘Text Direct’ and ‘induction loops’ should be used for profoundly deaf people.

Where access to a venue is a barrier to participation, the direct provision of transport should be considered.  For the recently held Disability Issues Citizens’ Jury, where needs were identified, transport was provided directly.



	(b) Accessible to encompass dates and times of consultation events
	

	Standard 5 – Provide clear and concise information before consulting

	(a) The need to provide additional contact details
	Agreed that Standard 5 be revised to include fax and mobile phone number details where appropriate.



	Standard 6 – Record all our consultation accurately

	(a) The importance of publishing the results of consultation
	Results of Consultation will be recorded on the Council’s Consultation Database and published on the Council’s website.  They will also be fed back to those that have participated either directly or indirectly depending on the type of consultation undertaken and the number of people involved.

Agreed that Standard 6 be revised to state that the summary report should provide an overview of the consultation event including details of why the consultation was undertaken, when it took place, how it was carried out, who was involved, the main findings and resultant outcomes.



	(b) Further clarity needed on the requirement to prepare summary reports
	


	Standard 7 – Give feedback to people and show how the consultation has been used to inform our services and policies



	(a) Feedback needs to be clear, simple and more accessible
	Providing feedback is an essential part of the consultation process as it identifies what has changed as a result of public involvement.  If no change has resulted, it is equally as important to provide the reasons why.  The timescale for feedback has been set at 3 months to allow for the decision-making process.  If this cannot be met, then further details should be provided, but if feedback can happen within a shorter timescale this will be encouraged.

In terms of decision-making, the outcomes of consultation are included in reports to Cabinet before any decisions are made.  These are available for inspection and published on the Council’s website.

Agreed that feedback needs to be clear and simple and that Standard 7 should be revised accordingly.

	(b) Commitment needed to change plans / policies / following consultation
	

	(c) Quicker feedback required
	

	(d) Any decisions made as a result of consultation should be advertised
	

	(e) Feedback is not always provided when it is stated
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