
 
By:  Paul Carter, Leader of the Council  
 
To:  Children Families and Education Policy Overview Committee 
 
Subject: RESPONSE TO THE QUESTIONNAIRE ON OVERVIEW COMMITTEES 
 

 
Introduction 
 
1. (1) You will be aware that in July I commissioned a questionnaire of all 
Policy Overview Committee Members.  A copy of the analysis of the questionnaire, 
which you have already seen, is attached as Appendix 1 to this report. 
 

(2) Members will be aware that the questionnaire asked a range of 
questions regarding the powers of the Policy Overview Committees and how well 
those powers were used together with some more specific questions around the 
venue for the meetings, whether Members felt adequately trained, whether sufficient 
information was made available in between meetings etc. 

 
(3) The powers of the Policy Overview Committees are set out on page 5 

of Appendix 1 to this report.   
 

(4) Since the Cabinet government was introduced across the political 
spectrum Cabinet Members and non-executive Members have had concerns about 
the effectiveness of Policy Overview Committees. 
 

(5) When I became Leader I made it clear to Cabinet Members and Chief 
Officers that they must ensure that their diaries are kept clear to attend meetings of 
the Policy Overview Committee to which their portfolio reports.  This has not always 
been possible but Cabinet Members and Managing Directors are now committed to 
ensuring that this is the case for the future.  Many non-executive Members feel that 
the Cabinet is becoming remote from the non-executive Members and as a 
consequence non-executive Members feel less well informed.  Non-executive 
Members also find that it is difficult to hold the Cabinet Members to account or to 
review the performance of the Council in relation to its policy objectives and 
performance targets.   
 

(6) However, it is also fair to say that non-executive Members of the 
Council have not made the best use of the wide ranging powers of the Policy 
Overview Committees (page 5, Appendix 1).  Members’ responses to the 
questionnaire made it clear that the Policy Overview Committee which exercises the 
powers to the greatest extent is the Adult Social Services Policy Overview 
Committee and the least is the Children, Families and Education Policy Overview 
Committee. 



Specific Concerns from the Questionnaire which need Addressing 
 

(1) Not surprisingly, the power to appoint Select Committees and Member 
involvement in Select Committee processes is welcomed.  Select Committees are 
one of the successes of Cabinet government.  These Committees have added value 
and made a significant impact to County Council policy, for example the recent 
report on Home to School Transport, Climate Change, Transition and Personal, 
Social and Health Education (PSHE). 

 
(2) It is fair to say that these important pieces of work are not always given 

the recognition and media coverage they deserve with the focus primarily on the 
Executive which can undervalue the role of these non-executive Committees. 
 

(3) One of the specific concerns raised in the responses to the 
questionnaire is that there is too much officer input into the Policy Overview 
Committee process and meetings and insufficient time allowed for Members to ask 
questions.  Members will also have received a questionnaire from the political group 
whips and this too highlighted the need to provide the opportunity for Members to 
ask questions of the Cabinet Member(s).   
 

(4) Another power of concern to the Policy Overview Committee Members 
was that they felt that they did not discharge as well as they could scrutinising the 
performance of other public bodies in Kent. 
 
How can the Policy Overview Committees be strengthened and made more 
effective? 
 
 (1) The potential workload of the Policy Overview Committees is huge – so 
how can we ensure that the right balance is achieved in keeping Members informed 
to address the perception of remoteness from the Cabinet and focusing the agenda 
on outcomes which add value to the Executive and Council? 
 
Forward Work Programme 
 

(2) Key to the success of the effectiveness of the Policy Overview 
Committees is identifying a focused Forward Work Programme in addition to the 
generic items already in all Policy Overview Committees work programmes, e.g. 
Medium Term Plan and Budget, Annual Plan, reviewing the performance on the 
achievement of 2010 targets to name but a few but performance management in its 
broadest context which should be a fundamental component of a Policy Overview 
Committees work programme. 

 
(3) The work programme needs to focus on specific areas which are 

topical so that non-executive Members have an opportunity to contribute before 
policies are finalised.  
 

(4) An area for future inclusion in Policy Overview Committee work 
programmes will be how the targets in the Kent Area Agreement are being achieved.  
The Committee are reminded that there is a uniform approach to the way that the 
agenda planning and Forward Work Programme is currently approached.  On a two 



monthly cycle the Chairman and spokesmen of the Committee meet with the Cabinet 
Member(s), Lead Members and Managing Directors to share information and plan 
future agendas. 
 

(5) These meetings are set for a year in advance and the above Members 
and officers all have these dates in their diaries. 
 

(6) What might strengthen this process would be:- 
 

(a) the Chairman and spokesmen of the Committee being more 
proactive in inviting Members of the Committee to identify 
potential issues for inclusion on the agenda; 

(b) a more rigorous process by us as Cabinet Members in 
identifying from our work programme how the Policy Overview 
Committees could be involved; and 

(c) whether any of the above are related issues which could be 
dealt with through a more local body such as a Local Board or, 
in cases of multi-agency work a Joint Board or Forum. 

 
Information 
 

(7) Often the Policy Overview Committees are used as a platform for 
Cabinet Member(s) and the Managing Director to share information but is this the 
most effective use of a Policy Overview Committee’s time with such a demanding 
workload?  If we are looking at Member briefings outside of the Policy Overview 
Committee then often attendance is poor so what can we do creatively to address 
this imbalance? 
 

(8) How can we bring the plethora of information together in one place so 
that the information a Member has access to is succinct, readable and if the Member 
wants to delve further there is a link to further reading?  Do we make best use of the 
Information Point?  The Member survey recently undertaken by the political whips 
has suggested making greater use of the Information Point and re-launching this 
service.  Arrangements are being made for a Member User Group to be established 
and this will be considered by the Selection Committee at its meeting on 10 October 
2007 but with a suggested term of reference of making the Information Point the 
focal point for disseminating information based on best practice elsewhere. 
 
Conclusion 
 

(1)  Cabinet Members are committed to attending meetings of the Policy 
Overview Committees and being held to account for the decisions and actions we 
are taking and for the balance of responding to Members questions being made by 
ourselves and not by the Managing Director or the staff. 

 
(2) Also acknowledging that the work of the Policy Overview Committees is 

enormous we will be ensuring that our contributions to your work programme are 
tightly focused and we would welcome your input and advice into the issues that we 
are dealing with. 
 



(3) Appropriate, relevant, interesting agenda setting is vitally important to 
the POC process. 
  
 
Background Information:  None 



Appendix 1 
 

Survey for KCC Members on Overview and Scrutiny Committees 
 
The purpose of the survey was to take stock on how Members feel that Overview 
and Scrutiny Committees have performed, and to identify potential areas for 
improvement.  The survey was distributed on 2 July 2007 with a deadline for 
responses of 13 July.  A total of 31 responses were received, the last on 24 July, 
representing a response rate of 50% of Members who sit on Policy Overview 
Committees. 
 
Q1 Members were asked which of the following Policy Overview Committees 

they sat on and responded as follows 
 
 Adult Services POC 8 
 Children, Families and Education POC 11 
 Communities POC 7 
 Corporate Services POC 5 
 Environment & Regeneration POC 9 
 TOTAL 40 
 
In KCC's Constitution there are eight powers for each Policy Overview Committee.   
 
Power 1 is to assist and advise the Council, the Leader and the Cabinet in the 
development of the Policy Framework. 
 
Power 2 is to review the performance of the Council in relation to its policy objectives 
and performance targets.  
 
Power 3 is to require the Leader, Cabinet Members and officers to attend before it 
and answer their questions. 
 
Power 4 is to review or scrutinise the performance of other public bodies in Kent, 
invite reports from them and request them to address the Committee about their 
activities and performance. 
   
Power 5 is to question and gather evidence from any person (with their consent). 
 
Power 6 is to conduct research, community and other consultation about service 
performance, policy issues and possible actions. 
 
Power 7 is to appoint Select Committees (with the legal status of Sub-Committees) 
to conduct reviews with the same powers as the main Committee. 
 
Power 8 is to make reports and recommendations to the Council, the Leader, the 
Cabinet or any other Council Committee arising from the exercise of the preceding 
terms of reference or affecting Kent or its inhabitants within their allocated areas of 
responsibility. 
 



Qs 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14 and 16  
 
Members of each Policy Overview Committee were asked to indicate how 
much they consider each of the powers is exercised. 
 
In the following table a score has been given for each power and each POC 
representing Members’ responses weighted to take account for whether each power 
was exercised fully or not at all.  A sore of 1.00 indicates that all Members responded 
that the power was exercised fully at that particular POC.  A score of 0.10 indicates 
that all Members responded that the power was not exercised at all at that particular 
POC.  
  
Power 
POC   

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

6 
 

7 
 

8 
 

AS POC 0.62 0.60 0.58 0.40 0.40 0.58 0.88 0.49 

CFE POC 0.38 0.48 0.30 0.28 0.38 0.51 0.68 0.48 

CMY POC 0.57 0.71 0.65 0.37 0.40 0.54 0.63 0.58 

CS POC 0.64 0.64 0.76 0.24 0.40 0.44 0.32 0.36 

E&R POC 0.54 0.45 0.52 0.50 0.44 0.52 0.50 0.44 

Mean 0.55 0.58 0.56 0.36 0.40 0.52 0.60 0.47 
 
For each power the figure highlighted in green indicates the POC where it is 
exercised to the fullest extent and the figure highlighted in red indicates the POC 
where it is exercised to the least extent. 
 
The power that Members feel is exercised to the fullest extent overall is Power 7 – 
appointing Select Committees - at Adult Services POC. 
 
Power 7 has the highest average score meaning it is exercised more than any other 
power at all the POCs, on average. 
 
The power that Members feel is exercised to the least extent overall is Power 4 – 
reviewing or scrutinising the performance of other public bodies in Kent - at 
Corporate Services POC. 
 
Power 4 has the lowest average score meaning it is exercised less than any other 
power at all the POCs, on average. 
 
The POC that Members feel exercises the powers to the fullest extent overall is Adult 
Services. 
 
The POC that Members feel exercises the powers to the least extent overall is 
Children, Families & Education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Q18 Members were asked whether they had all the skills necessary to be an 
effective Member of a Policy Overview Committee. 

 

Y es
70.0%

No
6.7%

Partially
23.3%

 
 
70% of respondents believed that they have all the skills necessary to be effective 
Members of Policy Overview Committees, compared with 7% who do not have all 
the skills and 23% who have some but not all of the skills. 
 
Nine Members gave follow up responses.  Three felt they had enough skills and a 
further three felt they could learn more and improve.  Two Members identified the 
problem of time as a barrier to obtaining skills and also obtaining information from 
officers. 
 
Q19 Members were asked if they believed that they can influence policy and 

the decision making process. 

Yes
30.0%

No
23.3%

Partially
46.7%

 



30% of respondents believe that they can influence policy and the decision making 
process, compared with 23% who do not and 47% who believe their influence is 
partial. 
 
13 responses were given to exemplify the answer that influence was partial.  Of 
these four indicated that they had little or no influence and two questioned whether 
Members of POCs are listened to.  One commented that it was difficult for POCs 
meeting four times a year to keep up with the agenda of Cabinet which meets every 
six weeks. 
 
Q20 Members were asked if they felt empowered and that their contribution to 

a Policy Overview Committee had an impact. 

 
 
13% of respondents feel empowered and 38% feel that their contribution to a POC 
has had an impact, whereas 25% feel neither empowered nor that their contribution 
has had an impact and 25% consider their contribution and impact has been partial. 
 
10 responses were made to support the answer that Members’ contribution and 
impact has been partial.  One indicated that policy had been agreed when an issue 
arrives at POC.  Another wondered whether the opinion of the minority group was 
taken into consideration.  Two responses consider that POCs are too weak in 
comparison with the Executive and a further one suggested that POCs could achieve 
so much more. 
 
 
 
 
 
Q21 Members were asked if they believe that items on the agenda for a Policy 

Overview Committee are the most appropriate. 
 



 
 
43% of respondents feel that items on the agenda for their POC are the most 
appropriate, whereas 20% do not agree and 37% consider their agenda items are 
only partially appropriate. 
 
12 responses were received explaining the view that agenda items where only 
partially appropriate.  Two mentioned the need for POCs to monitor budgets.  One 
suggested that POCs should examine the Annual Report, but at an appropriate time.  
Two commented on the vast range POCs have to cover and one suggested that the 
agenda of CFE POC was far too crowded making it difficult for Members to absorb 
all the reading and make a detailed contribution as the business is hurried on.  One 
response reiterated the view that Members should have input into agendas. 
 
Q22 Is the balance right between the time officers speak at POCs and the 

time Members have to ask questions 
 Too much 

officer time 
Just right Too much Member 

time 
Adult Services POC 55% 44% 0 
Children, Families and Education POC 66% 33% 0 
Communities POC 29% 71% 0 

Corporate Services POC 25% 75% 0 
Environment & Regeneration POC 50% 50% 0 

 
For none of the POCs did Members think they had too much time to ask questions.  
For two POCs – Corporate Services and Communities - the majority of Members 
agreed that the balance of time was just right. 
 
For Children, Families and Education and Adult Services POCs a majority of 
Members indicated that there was too much officer time.  For Environment & 
Regeneration POC Members were equally divided between too much officer time 
and just right. 
 



Q23 Members were asked if they welcome the opportunity of holding POC 
meetings outside strategic HQ when appropriate. 

 

 
 
77% do welcome the opportunity but 23% do not. 
 
 
Q24 Members were asked if external agencies be invited where appropriate. 

 
100% of the 29 responses agreed that external agencies should be invited to POCs 
where appropriate, with none disagreeing.  
 
 
Q25 Members were asked if they are you kept sufficiently well informed of 

follow up and of Policy and Service Developments in between meetings. 
 

 
23% responded that they were well informed of follow up and 13% were well 
informed of policy and service development.  36% considered they were partially 
informed but 29% were not well informed of follow up or policy development. 



 
12 responses were received explaining the response partially.  Four responses 
suggested that follow up did not happen at all or too infrequently.  Two indicated that 
follow up was particularly important because POC meetings are so far apart.  One 
response was that the best information was provided by Members’ Information 
sheets from the library service.  Another response was that information on policy 
development needs radical improvement.  
 
Q26 Do you think that changing Member roles could help POCs achieve 

tangible outcomes from their meetings? 

 

 
 
54% consider that changing Member roles could help POCs achieve tangible 
outcomes from their meetings, whereas 45% do not. 
 
15 responses were received to the question on how Member roles could be 
changed.  Three responses were that the question was not understood, although 
one suggested changing the Chairman from time to time.  One response said that 
POCs should take a more strategic approach and should not be a forum for 
Members to raise local issues that they have nowhere else to raise.  Two responses 
mention POC Members influencing the agenda.  A further suggestion was that there 
should be an agreed definition of what the Member role on a POC was.    
 
Q27 Members were asked what works best with the Policy Overview 

Committees at the moment. 
 
20 responses were received and of these eight mentioned the flow of information.  
Three mentioned constructive cross party working.  One mentioned the ability to 
pose questions generally and one cited questioning the Executive. One response 
indicated that the relationship with officers worked well with POCs.  
 
Q28 Members were also asked what has worked less well with the Policy 

Overview Committees. 
 



19 responses were received.  One of these, that there was a limited agenda with 
little time for debate and too much for presentation, summarised the views 
expressed in about half of the responses.  However, other responses indicate 
enjoyable and worthwhile meetings and identify that improvement will centre around 
agenda items and timing of debate to influence outcomes. 
 
Q29 And finally Members were asked for any other comments they would 

like to make. 
 
19 responses were received to this also, ranging from the opinion that POCs are 
wasting people’s time to the view that the POCs are immensely valuable.  Two 
comments were made that all day meetings are not a good idea.  One comment was 
that Children Families and Education POC covers such a wide topic span and should 
have sub-committees to examine all the parts of its important and fast moving 
agenda.  Other responses indicated that POCs should look at budgets more than 
once a year, that scrutiny should be part of POC’s role, that Cabinet Scrutiny should 
have been included in the survey and that POCs need their own research capability.  
 


