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29 January 2010
Dear Ms Ace
Delivering Good Governance in Local Government: the Role of the Chief Financial Officer – consultation documents
Standards for England has noted your recent consultations on two documents stemming from the ‘Good governance in local government framework’ document – the ‘Application note to delivering good governance in local government: a framework’ and the ‘CIPFA statement on the role of the Chief Financial Officer in local government’. As both of these documents relate specifically to the role of the Chief Financial Officer within a local authority, we do not feel that we have sufficient practical experience and expertise to respond to the specific questions in your consultation.   We do though welcome the work you are undertaking to build upon the framework and address how it impacts upon officer roles.  Furthermore, you note the importance of good governance arrangements in partnership working and we therefore thought it would be helpful to update you on our work to ensure high standards of behaviour in partnership working.

Standards for England formed part of the working group set up to produce the current good governance framework in 2007. We note, in one of your consultation documents, that you plan to review the framework within the next two years. We would like to take this opportunity to express our interest in being involved in that review.  We believe that high standards of behaviour are a key component of good governance generally.  We continue to work to ensure that local authorities have the right systems and processes and culture and values to ensure high standards.

Our own work in the area of good governance continues to build and, with input from CIPFA, amongst others, we have been working on two projects which will help ensure accountability and high standards of behaviour in partnership arrangements.

There are a multitude of possible partnership arrangements that a local authority can enter into with the potential for differing remits, decision-making powers and levels of resources. A consequence of this range of partnership working arrangements is that it becomes difficult for the public to understand the various governance arrangements in place, and it can be hard for them to feel a sense of engagement with what is happening at a local level, as was reported in the Councillors Commission report. It may also mean that they lose confidence in the decisions being taken and how public money is being spent. In order to address these issues, there needs to be an accountability framework in place which is commensurate with the risk involved and that assures the general public that mechanisms are in place to uncover inappropriate behaviour and to deal with it in the right way. 

We believe that the best way to manage this is to have a locally agreed framework of values to which all relevant decision-makers agree to adhere. These agreed values and behaviours would provide a description of appropriate conduct for all those involved in the partnership, setting out clearly, from the outset, what is expected of all participants.

In an attempt to aid local authorities with this, Standards for England has been involved in a piece of research with Manchester City Council and the University of Manchester, the focus of which is to set the tone for the culture of partnership working. This has been achieved through producing, in consultation with the Council and its partners, a description of appropriate behaviour based on the Seven Principles of Public Life. The description sets out what appropriate behaviour looks like in day-to-day partnership working and is flexible and relevant to a variety of organisations, enabling all those involved in a partnership to be able to sign up to it. Our intention is that this model agreement or protocol can be adapted by other local authorities for their own partnership working arrangements. At their request, we are now in the process of helping Manchester City Council to embed this protocol within their working practices.

In a separate piece of research, Standards for England is currently working with the Centre for Public Scrutiny to produce a checklist of questions and pointers which a standards committee can use to encourage its local authority to ensure that partners are ‘ethically appropriate’ to work with, as well as a checklist of questions and pointers that the committee can use to help ensure the effective scrutiny of partnership arrangements and their partners’ adherence to the Seven Principles of Public Life. In scoping this project we spoke to many organisations, including CIPFA, and there was a suggestion that authorities were often more concerned with value for money than with the extent to which a potential partner was compatible with its own values. For a partnership to work there needs to be some compatibility between the values and cultures of the organisations, and a need to build up a relationship before embarking on the partnership proper. Indeed, poor relationships and incompatible values and culture have often been cited as reasons for partnership failures (alongside many other factors such as lack of clarity regarding objectives and outcomes).  Once the partnership is up and running there then needs to be effective oversight of that partnership.  This might involve, for example, asking about the extent to which the partnership adheres to the behaviour protocol.
The aim of both these pieces of work is not to stifle innovation in partnership working but to ensure that accountability to the local population is not compromised through the potential for weakened standards of behaviour that cross-sectoral working can bring. Councils, as elected multi-purpose authorities, have a unique democratic legitimacy to take the lead in local partnerships and ensure an appropriate accountability framework. In effect, the protocol and checklists help to ensure that the values of all involved in the partnership are compatible and allow for continued ethical scrutiny once the partnership is in progress. They also help to achieve transparency and openness, both essential elements for ensuring the trust and confidence of the general public. Over the coming months we hope to translate some of the findings from our initial partnerships research into guidance which we will be making available on our website.

We feel that both these pieces of work complement the good governance framework produced by CIPFA. We hope that, when you come to review the governance framework, we can work collaboratively once again to ensure that the advice and resources we produce continue to complement each other.

We hope that the above information is of interest and assistance. If you would like any further information or have any queries about any of the work we are doing, please do not hesitate to contact us and we would be pleased to help further.

Yours sincerely
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Glenys Stacey
CHIEF EXECUTIVE







