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Introduction

The Local Government White Paper and the subsequent Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill (the Bill) set out a new performance framework for local services. The White Paper signaled a new stage in reforming local services with a new performance framework including Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) at its heart. CAA will focus on place rather than the individual bodies responsible for local services. It will look across local government, housing, health, education and community safety. The new Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) framework will be in place from April 2009, covering all local public services.

The Audit Commission is clear that CAA can only be developed in partnership with other regulators in close consultation with local public services and central government. They also feel the need to find better ways of engaging with the general public to ensure the new framework is more relevant to citizens, service users and taxpayers. The introduction of CAA is dependent on the Bill being approved by Parliament and this document, of necessity, assumes that it will receive Royal Assent and the main provisions enacted.

In 2006 the Audit Commission published two documents setting out early thoughts on a system of regulation and performance assessment that could be introduced to supersede CPA. These were The Future of Regulation in the Public Sector and Assessment of Local Services Beyond 2008. Most of the ideas and principles in these documents are in line with the Local Government White Paper and the Bill and work is now underway to develop the detail of how these will be put into practice. This document addresses the initial thinking on how CAA might be developed in partnership with other regulators, including some of the key principles and timing issues. CAA represents a fundamentally different approach to assessment that is area based, risk focused and more forward looking than current assessment activity. The new framework will need to take account of how services are delivered across areas and focus clearly on outcomes. The performance frameworks for health and for police and criminal justice are also under review and government’s objective is to bring all this work into much greater alignment.

CAA will require regulators to work jointly together to deliver proportionate, effective and properly targeted regulation. We believe it is vital that this starts at the earliest opportunity and that future consultation, as well as the development of CAA, must be undertaken jointly by the relevant inspectorates.
Principles for developing Comprehensive Area Assessment within the new performance framework from April 2009

The Audit Commission and all regulators recognise that the Local Government White Paper and the Bill is a significant opportunity for all those responsible for local services to focus on improving outcomes and the new performance assessment framework must support this.

The Commission has recently made a number of contributions to the debate. In March 2006 they published The Future of Regulation in the Public Sector which identified the core purpose of public sector regulation as providing assurance, with promoting accountability and driving improvement as complementary but discrete and subsidiary elements. In August 2006 they published Assessment of Local Services Beyond 2008 which set out some key questions about how a new performance assessment framework should work to achieve a more area-focused and risk-based approach. The Local Government White Paper and the Bill to implement it set out a new performance framework for local services. Comprehensive Area Assessment is central to these proposals. The development of the new performance arrangements must be a joint effort between those involved – the inspectorates and government as well as public sector bodies and their partners.
A possible vision for Comprehensive Area Assessment 
CAA will help drive the more effective delivery of improvements in local public services for citizens, especially those in most need. Specifically, it will be:

· Relevant to local people. In keeping with the move to more local targets, CAA will focus on what matters here, and to whom. It will challenge how local public service priorities have been set alongside national ones and whether they are rooted in a genuine understanding of diverse local needs. It will also continue to provide local people with assurance about how well run local services are, providing accountability for use of public resources.

· Area and outcome focused. By focusing more on outcomes in an area or place than processes, it will try to analyse the things that matter to citizens. It will also be more durable, because it will look at what rather than how, thus limiting the need for regular changes to the framework.

· Constructive and forward-looking. CAA will contain a forward-looking assessment of risk, drawing on, but not limited to, current and recent performance. As such the risk assessment will not say: ‘you are performing badly’, but ‘these are the risks you are running, and these are the potential impacts of not addressing them.’ In this way the process of assessment will in itself be a stronger mechanism for driving improvement and supporting innovation.

· Joint and participative. CAA will be jointly developed and implemented by all the key regulators, government departments and sector representatives. It will draw heavily on the views of local people and the various partner organisations that are commissioning and providing local services. It will seek to develop a shared view about the challenges facing an area or place, what is being achieved locally and common ownership of the changes that need to be made.
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Key elements of the new performance framework as described in the Local Government White Paper are:

· Strengthening accountability to citizens and communities by adding to the best value duty so that authorities, where appropriate, must secure the participation of citizens in their activities.

· Providing citizens and communities with timely information and better opportunities to hold delivery partners to account.

· Developing a small set of national indicators measuring citizens’ perspectives.

· Ensuring inspectorates have a strong focus on citizen experiences and viewpoints in their work.

· Clarifying national outcomes and priorities with a clear mechanism for translating these into local targets by: defining in the comprehensive spending review a clear set of government priorities with a single set of around 200 national indicators; and agreeing through local area agreements (LAA) up to 35 specific improvement targets for each local area (plus 18 statutory education or early years targets).

· Ensuring transparent, timely reporting to citizens and streamlined reporting to government, through statutory guidance, to ensure that local authorities report regularly to citizens.

· Promoting the use of real-time information in local performance management and reporting to citizens and streamlining requirements to report statistical and financial information to government.

· Introducing CAA which will:

· replace Comprehensive Performance Assessment, Joint Area Reviews, Annual Performance Assessments and social care star ratings with an annual risk assessment identifying key risks to outcomes or delivery for each area;

· report performance against the national indicator set for each locality;

· deliver an annual scored use of resources judgement for local public sector bodies and an annual scored direction of travel judgement which assesses the progress of each local authority in driving continuous improvement; and

· target inspection activity primarily on the basis of the risk assessment, with the Commission operating as ‘gatekeeper’ for all inspection activity affecting local authorities.

· Supporting improvement and responding to poor performance by ensuring greater sector and partner-led improvement support, and taking decisive coordinated action where poor performance threatens delivery.

There will be an increasing emphasis on the role of the local strategic partnership (LSP) encompassing all the main service commissioners and providers in an area. This will be the ‘partnership of partnerships’ with others such as the crime and disorder reduction partnerships (CDRPs), children’s trusts and a new health and well being partnership reporting through the LSP. There will be an expectation on all partners (backed by a statutory duty on some) to cooperate with each other on the agreement and achievement of LAA targets.

Each LSP will be responsible for developing and publishing a sustainable community strategy (SCS). Single tier and county councils will negotiate a LAA with their regional government office which will reflect how this strategy will be delivered. It will include up to 35 targets that represent national and local priorities from the set of 200 indicators. The LAA may also include additional locally important targets that are outside of this set. A reward grant will be linked to the achievement of the LAA targets and each year the LSP and single tier and county councils will have to report its performance to local people.

The Audit Commission have mapped out how this all fits together in Figure 1. They recognise that there are more complex inter-relationships between its different elements than can easily be shown and that applying the framework will be an iterative process, with continuous feedback and engagement.

Figure 1: The new performance framework
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The Audit Commission have put in place arrangements for joint working with the other inspectorates. A new CAA Strategy Group has been set up to bring together senior representatives from all the key inspectorates with an interest in local services. This will oversee the development of the details of CAA and will liaise closely with government and the programme board arrangements that will oversee the broader implementation of the White Paper and Bill.

Summary timeline of key stages in transition from Comprehensive Performance Assessment to Comprehensive Area Assessment

Discussions with government, inspectorates and stakeholders Spring/Summer 2007

Events with stakeholders to discuss issues Spring/Summer 2007

Comprehensive spending review 2007: Key public service agreement outcomes and national indicator set expected by end July 2007

First joint inspectorate consultation on development of CAA Autumn 2007

Commencement of new national indicator set and second generation LAAs April 2008

Second joint inspectorate consultation on development and implementation of CAA Spring 2008
The Evolution of Regulation can be downloaded at:

http://www.audit-commission.gov.uk/caa/downloads/Theevolutionofregulation.pdf
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