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ROLE OF EXTERNAL REVIEW IN IMPROVING PERFORMANCE

Summary

1. We recognise that the Government is strongly committed to driving up standards in public services, and that Ministers see inspection as an important tool in that process.   Inspection can offer a public assurance rôle, where there are explicit standards and findings are publicly shared.

2. Well-researched evidence on the effectiveness of different inspection régimes is not available and we believe that there should be more systematic appraisal of costs and benefits.

3. There is growing concern about the rising costs of inspectorate régimes and the costs imposed on the inspected, including compliance costs.  There are also suggestions that inspection practices can generate perverse outcomes, with the inspected distracted from other key responsibilities.

4. We are concerned that there is not a clear enough link between external review and those responsible for delivering change.  We want to emphasise the rôle of leadership, be it by elected councillors, chief constables, or managers of local authorities, agencies or other public bodies.  Future external review activity should recognise these accountabilities and be designed to support such leadership in effecting change.

5. We believe there must be a more rigorous search for evidence of the costs and benefits of régimes of external review.  Primary responsibility for impact assessment should reside with individual external review bodies, but the framework for these assessments should be drawn up by a central government department, which would also monitor implementation.  Individual review bodies would then evaluate their own achievements/costs within the agreed framework and report publicly to their sponsoring organisation.

6. In the course of our work we have looked in detail at the current system of Regulatory Impact Assessments, which are used to assess the effects of government policies and regulations on the private and voluntary sectors.  It may be appropriate to extend these to public sector institutions, if this can be achieved without a significant increase in bureaucracy or cost.  Whatever new arrangements are established for the systematic exploration of costs and benefits, they will need to be linked in due course to a full review of the coherence and appropriateness of external review of all public services.

7. In local government, Best Value has brought new requirements for external review.  The original intention to return responsibility for quality and cost effectiveness of services to local authorities
 is entirely right.  However, the first year of operations shows that there is much to be learned about effective implementation: there is evidence of too much fragmentation and duplication of effort.  This provides a particular opportunity to refocus.

8. We are concerned that too frequently inspection under the current arrangements looks at only part of a Council's or Police Authority's work and believe that there are benefits to be secured from a more co-ordinated look at the Council/Police Authority, as a whole organisation.  We have found support for this principle in our discussions with representatives of Local Government and the Police Service.  This more coordinated approach should include better integration of audit and inspection, both organisationally (e.g. within the Audit Commission) and in practice.  We advise moving quickly to a system in which external interventions (including reviews and support measures) are driven by a Base Line Inspection.  This would be a corporate assessment of strengths and weaknesses to identify which interventions (if any) would most improve performance.  We stress that this change can and should be addressed immediately. It does not depend on completion of the impact assessment and review recommended in §5.

9. We believe that, by taking forward these recommendations, the burden of costs imposed on reviewed organisations can be lightened and the focus of external review can be adjusted to increase effectiveness.

10. Coordination and sharing of learning between inspectorates has been weak and is becoming increasingly needed.  We recognise the steps being undertaken jointly by inspectorates in this area.  These need to be built upon quickly.  The Audit Commission is the appropriate body to take the lead rôle.  As well as improving the effectiveness, including coordination, of existing inspections, this work will help to develop external review in areas of public policy (e.g. crime and safety; public health) where the focus is not just the whole organisation, but the collaboration between public bodies.  A new form of joined up inspection capability is required, though we do not advocate amalgamating inspectorates as the solution.
11. We recognise that we are dealing with a moving picture.  Our recommendations are intended as a balanced package.  The benefits of taking them forward together are greater than the sum of what they would each produce individually.  They do not involve significant institutional change, but rather a development of existing arrangements.  A summary of recommendations appears at the conclusion of this paper.





















� As Improving Local Services Through Best Value put it, “it is appropriate that decisions are taken, wherever possible, by locally informed, elected and accountable people...the Government intends to restore fiscal responsibility and accountability to Local Government and to become less involved in the detail of local decision.”
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