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Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000 under the Public Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000. It provides services to the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission. Together they ensure that the Scottish Executive and public sector bodies in Scotland are held to account for the proper, efficient and effective use of public funds. 


Commission findings
The Commission accepts this report on the performance of West Lothian Council’s statutory duty to secure Best Value and to initiate and facilitate the Community Planning process.  The Commission recognises that the report gives a broad picture of the Council’s performance based on the work of Audit Scotland and the findings of other scrutiny bodies such as Inspectorates and that it does not attempt a comprehensive review of all service delivery.  We acknowledge the co-operation and assistance given to the audit process by members and officers of the Council.
The Commission recognises the evidence in this report of good practice and a strong commitment to improvement in this council.  West Lothian has faced a number of adverse demographic and economic circumstances but the Council has shown itself to be effective in responding to change in its environment.  The particular aspects of West Lothian Council which the Commission welcomes include –
	It has a clear and ambitious strategic vision for its area and through effective business planning  this is transmitted into successful service delivery;

It has a positive organisational culture that is firmly focused on improving services for the people who use them;
It has an open culture and places great value on the contribution of its staff in improving services  
It learns from good practice both internally and externally and applies it across the range of council activities, for example through the West Lothian Assessment Model which was developed from the housing service.
The Council understands that Best Value is about a continuous drive for improvement and has set out an agenda for this purpose.  The Commission will be particularly interested to see improvement in these areas –
	Development of the role elected members should play in scrutinising service performance;

Better performance information to underpin management and scrutiny processes
Year on year targets
More balanced public performance reporting that highlights areas in need of improvement as well as the council’s successes.
The Commission looks forward to receiving by 30 September 2005, an Improvement Plan from West Lothian Council that responds to the audit report and these Findings.   In view of the positive nature of the report, the Commission does not expect that a further comprehensive Best Value audit will be required in West Lothian Council for a period of four years.

The Audit of Best Value
The Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 introduced new statutory duties relating to Best Value and Community Planning. 
The scope of Best Value and Community Planning is very broad but in general terms a successful council will:
	work with its partners to identify a clear set of priorities that respond to the needs of the community in both the short and the longer term

be organised to deliver those priorities
meet and clearly demonstrate that it is meeting the community's needs
operate in a way that drives continuous improvement in all its activities.
The challenge for local government is to find new ways of working across services and with other bodies to achieve the best results for citizens and service users. The key objectives of this audit were to:
	assess the extent to which West Lothian Council is meeting its duties under the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003, and

agree planned improvements with the council. These will be reviewed by the council’s external auditor over the next three years.
	As Best Value and Community Planning encompass all the activities of a council it is not realistic to audit everything in depth, so we plan our detailed work in two ways:
	where possible, we draw on the findings of other scrutiny processes, such as the work carried out by the council’s external auditors and by inspectorates. These are incorporated into our report
we select certain aspects of the council’s performance for detailed audit investigation. A wide range of sources, including the council’s own assessment of its performance, reports issued by external audit and inspections, and national Statutory Performance Indicators, informs this selection.
	The report reflects this selective approach, with detailed commentary on some areas and limited or no coverage in others. We have made some comparisons with other councils, but our overall approach has focused on performance trends and improvement within West Lothian Council. The report also reflects the picture available at the time our main audit work was conducted between February and March 2005. 
We gratefully acknowledge the co-operation and assistance provided to the audit team by Councillor Graeme Morrice (Leader of the Council), Alex Linkston (Chief Executive), Jim McIvor (Best Value Manager) and all other members and officers contacted during the audit.
Overall Conclusions
West Lothian Council demonstrates a clear commitment to Best Value and Community Planning. It is characterised by very effective leadership and a strong culture of continuous improvement that is well embedded throughout the organisation. Focused on the needs of its communities, the council has a track record of delivering modern, integrated services through good partnership working. It is creative in designing services around the needs of users. Where the need for improvement is identified, action is taken quickly. 
Significant advances have been made in developing a comprehensive performance management system. Better information on costs and quality will enable the council to demonstrate continuous improvement in services more effectively. 
Strategic direction
West Lothian Council’s organisational culture is a major reason for its success. It has strong and effective political leadership, setting clear political priorities and organisational values. These provide a clear framework for everything the council does. The council’s ambition is clearly expressed in its mission statement – ‘Striving for excellence…working with and for our communities’. But more importantly, this ambition is demonstrated by the way it delivers good, user focused services, and by its positive organisational culture, focused on service improvement. A clear planning hierarchy means that priorities cascade down from the overarching community plan, through corporate and service plans, to individual staff work plans. This clarity of focus contributes to the council being able to deliver successfully on its key objectives.
The council’s structure also effectively supports delivery of its key objectives. Committees are organised around the main community and corporate plan themes. The management team is led by a strong and effective Chief Executive. The management structure is designed to ensure that issues are viewed corporately, maintaining a focus on the experience of service users whose needs frequently cross departmental and service boundaries. Relationships between members and officers are characterised by mutual respect and trust.
The council is open and transparent and makes a wide range of information about services and performance available. In common with other councils it needs to do more to present a balanced view of performance, explaining poorer performance as well as it highlights its achievements. The inclusion of measurable targets in the corporate plan to report progress against would improve accountability.
Continuous improvement
The council harnesses its resources to meet its priorities. It values the contribution of staff to delivering high quality services and is expanding its staff development programme. It has recently introduced a more strategic corporate approach to workforce planning through its ‘People Strategy’.
Financial management is strong and budgets are clearly linked to priorities. The council uses information and communication technology well to improve access to services and make them easier to use. E-procurement is being introduced across the council and it is aware that the efficiency savings arising from this need to be systematically identified and reallocated to front line services. The council is preparing a procurement policy. This should be progressed to ensure that its approach to procurement is aligned with its overall objectives, supports effective service delivery and provides value for money. 
The council is at an advanced stage in developing a comprehensive system for ensuring continuous improvement – the West Lothian Assessment Model. In taking this forward the council will focus on developing the ‘results’ section of the model, requiring services to demonstrate quality and cost effectiveness. The council recognises that key performance indicators need to be further developed to demonstrate this. 
Elected members need to develop their scrutiny role, and would benefit from external support for this. While some scrutiny occurs in forums outwith the formal committee structure, increased scrutiny by committees would improve transparency and public accountability. The production of more consistent information about performance across all services will assist effective scrutiny. The council recognises that performance information needs to be reported more systematically to the corporate management team and to members, and has plans to address this. 
The council has a culture that encourages staff to challenge the way things are done, focusing on making services better for the people who use them. This has contributed to its success in reconfiguring services around the needs of users. Its West Lothian Assessment Model is proving to be a useful tool in embedding continuous improvement within services. The council measures its performance against leading organisations and looks for examples of best practice both within and beyond the public sector.
Meeting its strategic aims
The council maintains a clear focus on its strategic aims and is delivering many improvements for local residents. 
	Joint working is a particular strength and has resulted in easier access across a range of related services provided by other public bodies, such as the NHS and government agencies. 

The council is strongly focused on improving the experience of people using services. It consults widely with its communities and there are good examples of services being redesigned in response to findings from consultation. 
The council is using information and communications technology very well to deliver e-government, making services more accessible to users. 
Providing equality of opportunity is a corporate value and there are good examples of the impact this has had on the way services are delivered. 
There are many examples of how the council is effectively addressing issues of social, economic and environmental sustainability.
Service performance
Although performance management information needs to be developed further, there is evidence of good performance across a range of services:
	HMIE reported very positively on the quality of the Education Service and attainment and achievement levels are improving. 

Social Work is working well to support the council’s objective of enabling people who need care to live at home or in their local community. It has adopted an innovative approach to using technology to support people to live independently. The service performs well on a number of Statutory Performance Indicators (SPIs). 
The Housing Service has a strong performance culture and is well-managed. Performance against SPIs is good. Performance on the time taken to re-let empty houses, and the resulting loss of rent, is better than any other Scottish council.
There is evidence of good performance in Operational Services, including Building, Roads and Waste Management. The council has the lowest percentage of its roads network in need of maintenance of all Scottish councils.  
Economic Development has been successful in the face of large scale closures of manufacturing business and resultant job losses. The economic development service has contributed to this success by working well with partner agencies and local businesses to provide support and encourage entrepreneurs.
What needs to improve?
The council has identified the areas it needs to improve and is taking steps to address them. By continuing to develop its performance management system it will ensure that it is able to provide a more complete view of how individual services are performing. Better information on the cost and quality of services will enable it to demonstrate the impact of its approach to Best Value in improving services for the people who use them. The council needs to ensure that performance information is clear and of a consistent standard to allow members to exercise their public scrutiny function more effectively. Members need to develop this scrutiny role. The improvement agenda for West Lothian Council is detailed on page 50 of this report.

Part 1: Does the council have clear strategic direction?
West Lothian Council is clearly focused on delivering high quality, accessible services. It has been successful in delivering on many areas of the improvement and modernising agenda. Major factors in this success are its organisational culture and its clear focus on priorities. The council has strong political leadership and members are highly engaged in setting policy, and in driving the policy agenda forward. A clear planning hierarchy ensures that a strong focus on corporate objectives is maintained throughout the council.  
Context
West Lothian is a medium sized local authority. It covers 165 square miles, of which two thirds are mainly agricultural and one tenth is urban development. The main centres of population are Livingston, Bathgate and Linlithgow.
West Lothian’s population is currently around 161,000 and growing at the fastest rate in Scotland, with a predicted 11% rise over the next 15 years compared to a decline of 1.5% for Scotland as a whole. Following the national trend, the number of older people will increase, and the rise in West Lothian will be one of the highest in Scotland. However, in contrast to the national trend, the number of young people (0-16 years) is also expected to grow. 
The council recognises the need to address the main challenges arising from the growth in population:
	New housing will be required to meet the population increase, and the growth in single person households (projected to increase by 44% against a Scottish average of 28%). After local consultation the council has approved planned housing developments to provide 12,000 new houses to help meet this need. 

More children and young people will put pressure on education services. The council is taking a very active approach and is working with developers to accommodate growth in a way which will minimise the impact on existing communities and the council’s resources. The council is negotiating a significant level of ‘planning gain’ to support the development of a number of new schools.
The growth in the number of older people will increase demand for social services and the council is planning its future workforce and shaping services to meet future demands. 
The impact on the physical and social environment will have to be managed to ensure sustainable development and the council routinely considers the sustainability of development proposals. 
Although average earnings are 1% below the national average, unemployment is relatively low at 2.4% compared to the Scottish average of 3.0%. Similarly, the proportion of people living in households in receipt of benefits (13.8%) is also below the Scottish average (15.0%). 
West Lothian’s economy has undergone significant change, moving from reliance on traditional manufacturing to becoming a centre for research and development, and high technology manufacturing businesses. Although there have been major job losses in electronics manufacturing in recent years, this has been offset by growth in the retail and service sectors.  The council and its economic development partners are working to diversify the local economy and encourage home grown businesses to make the area less dependent on inward investment.
The council currently has a Labour majority with 18 out of 32 elected members. There are 11 SNP, 1 Conservative and 2 Independent members. 
In 2003/04 the council’s revenue expenditure was £256 million. Band D council tax for 2003/04 was £984, which is slightly below the Scottish average. Net expenditure per person is approximately £1580, which means West Lothian is the 5th lowest spender among Scottish councils.
Vision
West Lothian Council has a clear and ambitious strategic vision for the area as a thriving, modern, attractive community; and for the council as a centre of excellence in modern service delivery and public management.
The strength of the council’s ambition is reflected in its mission statement: ‘Striving for excellence …working with and for our communities’.  While it is not uncommon for councils to have aspirational mission statements, West Lothian is very effective in driving its vision through into the way it delivers user focused services, and into its positive organisational culture.
The vision for the area was developed jointly with community planning partners. The council engaged with a range of groups in drawing up the community and corporate plans and, as a result, they reflect the needs and aspirations of local communities. The plans recognise the economic and demographic context of the area.
The council’s values and principles, as set out in its corporate plan, are embedded in its organisational culture and provide a clear framework for everything it does. 
The council operates an effective planning hierarchy and specific, measurable targets relating to corporate goals are included in relevant service plans. Service plans are in turn linked to employees’ individual work plans, and are integrated with budgets. This enables the whole organisation to keep a clear focus on corporate priorities as all activity is linked to the corporate goals, values and principles.
The community plan
The community plan sets out the broad strategy for the area. The community planning partnership took a systematic approach to producing it, seeking to resist the temptation to bolt all the current partnership initiatives together to produce a community plan. This gave them the opportunity to look strategically at new challenges.
In drawing up the plan, the partnership identified the challenges facing the area and used this information to develop a shared vision of where the area should be in ten years’ time. The vision is for: 

a knowledge based economy; 
improved educational standards; 
healthier, safe, attractive and environmentally sustainable communities; and,
a better quality of life for all residents. 
Six themes were identified to provide a focus for achieving the vision and a working group for each theme drives the delivery of objectives. The partnership recognises the complexity of what it is seeking to achieve and that the six themes are interlinked and encompass cross cutting issues such as sustainability, social inclusion, ICT, and community learning.
Since producing the community plan in 2000, the council has published two reviews on behalf of the partnership - in 2002 and 2004. It intends to review the plan and its targets during 2005, with a view to bringing it up to date with current community priorities. The revised plan will set out more focused targets, identifying timescales, responsibilities and resources. This will improve accountability as some targets in the 2000 community plan were not specific enough to measure progress against. 
The corporate plan
The corporate plan sets out the council’s strategic direction for the period 2003-2007. The plan identifies a clear set of values underpinned by a set of guiding principles as shown in Exhibit 2. These values and principles provide an overarching framework within which the council operates and represent its strategic priorities.
The corporate plan translates the six themes identified in the community plan into priorities for the council under each theme. The plan sets out actions the council will take to deliver each of the goals. The corporate plan would benefit from including a selection of measurable targets against which achievements can be assessed. 
Leadership and culture
A major factor in the council’s success is its culture. It has strong and effective leaders who set clear priorities and promote sound organisational values. Relationships between officers and members are professional and are characterised by mutual respect and trust.
The Chief Executive and Corporate Directors work with elected members to establish the strategic direction of the council, ensuring that both national and local priorities are addressed. Relationships between officers and members are characterised by mutual respect and trust.  This is reflected in the way they worked together to develop the council’s values and guiding principles.  
The council recognises that building a positive culture is essential to promote continuous improvement. It has a development programme in place for its senior managers and has established leadership and management competencies. Its management development programme has been endorsed by the Institute of Leadership and Management. The council is working with the Chartered Management Institute to further accredit its management programme.
The council has a streamlined committee structure, developed to support it in delivering the objectives identified in the community and corporate plans. There are five main committees; Policy Partnership and Resources, Children’s Services and Lifelong Learning, Community Safety, Enterprise and Development, and Health and Care. The broad remits of the committees, and the overarching role of the Policy, Partnership and Resources Committee, have been successful in keeping a focus on key priorities and helping the council to combat the tendency to view services in isolation rather than from a ‘joined up’, user perspective.
In 2001 the council reviewed the way it worked to ensure it was properly organised to support the delivery of high quality, modern services and to help it become more responsive to its changing environment. It sought to ensure that services were better integrated and established a more streamlined and flexible management structure, reducing the number of directors and heads of service. Its current corporate management team comprises the Chief Executive, three corporate directors (Education and Cultural Services, Development and Environmental Services, Community and Support Services) and 10 heads of service. 
The corporate directors are specifically charged with:

	Taking a long term view.

Thinking beyond the constraints of the service, the directorate and the organisation.
Working with community planning partners.
Scanning the external environment and identifying key change factors.
Encouraging agreement about key priorities.
Ensuring a focus on priorities.
The emphasis on thinking beyond directorates and services at the highest levels of the organisation has created a culture where ‘departmentalism’ is easily identified and challenged. Each Director acts as Depute Chief Executive for six months. This ensures they maintain a strategic focus, and gives them direct experience of the work of the Chief Executive, providing continuity in his absence. 
The Chief Executive and corporate management team are highly effective. They challenge areas of underperformance, display a corporate approach to issues, and are focused on user needs. The corporate management team meets for at least two hours each month and has a full business agenda. Reports are prepared by each head of service identifying significant issues for the service. The meetings also act as a forum for organisational learning, by discussing national policy initiatives and service developments, and sharing good practice. In addition the Chief Executive has weekly meetings with all three Directors and meets with them on an individual basis every month.
Openness 
The council overall is open and transparent, using a range of methods to provide the public with useful information.   It needs to further develop its public performance reporting, recognising recent statutory guidance.
The council overall has an open and transparent culture. It publishes useful information on its website including; the community and corporate plans, a helpful summary of its key goals and priorities, and minutes with supporting papers from council and committee meetings.
The council uses several methods to report its performance and achievements and publishes a range of information about its services. It has tailored its reporting to specific audiences through a number of targeted publications, including newsletters for staff, tenants, the over 50s, community councils and school boards, as well as some leaflets about specific services. 
Its annual performance report (Factfile) and a quarterly newspaper are the main mechanisms for reporting council-wide performance to all residents and businesses. It has made an effort to tailor the information in Factfile by consulting the public and responding to their feedback. Factfile lists achievements under each of the corporate plan themes, and sets out goals for the forthcoming year. The information mainly describes what has been done, rather than providing detailed, comparative statistical information. Research conducted by the council suggested this is what the public wanted. Residents providing feedback found Factfile easy to understand but a small number felt it reported only good news.
The council’s public performance reporting should show performance against pre-set targets, demonstrating tangible outcomes for service users as this would improve accountability. In common with other councils, it should also provide a more balanced view of its performance, identifying areas for improvement as well as good performance. The council has recognised that it needs to further develop its public performance arrangements and has plans in place to address this.

Part 2: Is the council organised to support continuous improvement?
The council is well organised to deliver the continuous improvement in services that Best Value requires. Financial management is strong and resources are matched to priorities. It is improving the way it manages its staff and its assets. It uses information and communications technology very effectively to support its e-government agenda. It is establishing an ambitious performance management system which will support continuous improvement in services. Members need to develop their scrutiny role.
Using resources effectively
Managing people
The council recognises that good quality, well motivated staff are central to enabling it to deliver on its corporate objectives. It is improving its approach to workforce planning.
The corporate plan identifies ‘developing employees’ as one of the council’s core values. It employs around 7,500 staff at an annual cost of approximately £150 million, representing a considerable investment. It is currently in the process of implementing a clear and well thought-out ‘People Strategy’ to ensure it has a suitably trained workforce to meet the current and future demand for its services. The People Strategy establishes the framework for a more co-ordinated corporate approach to workforce planning and staff development.
In 2001 the council became the first in Scotland to be awarded Investors in People accreditation across the whole organisation. It retained the accreditation in 2004. This demonstrates that it adheres to specified standards in staff appraisal and development. 
The council acknowledges the key role of managers as leaders, responsible for fostering a positive, culture and reinforcing organisational values. It has designed a flexible management development programme to ensure that managers have the skills necessary to maximise the potential and performance of staff and ensure that the positive aspects of its organisational culture continue to develop. Planned development activities for staff include: e-learning, workshops, one to one coaching and mentoring, and structured secondments. Learning needs are identified through a competency framework, setting out expected behaviours and performance standards. 
The council has established a number of effective learning and development initiatives to maximise the potential of its workforce. These include:
	An apprentice scheme for manual trades to address skill shortages in the general workforce and associated recruitment problems. Intake to this scheme has doubled, from 13 in 2002/03 to 26 in 2004/05.

Working with West Lothian College to train Housing and Customer Service staff to a recognised standard. In 2004, 64 staff attended a variety of certified courses including the Chartered Institute of Housing Diploma and the Institute of Leadership and Management certificate in management.
Working with West Lothian College to set up a social policy care learning centre. The council intends this to help meet its future demand for care workers. It is hoped that around 40 people a year will be attracted by a joint course in social and health care.
The council has an effective ‘Celebrating Success’ award scheme, which attracts an average of 130 applications a year. It is designed to recognise teams of employees who have delivered a high level of service. Each award is linked to one of the council’s core values and there is a high level of support for the scheme from elected members and the corporate management team. The awards highlight examples of good practice and the scheme demonstrates a culture where staff are recognised and valued for providing high levels of service and finding innovative approaches to better service delivery. 
 ‘Celebrating Success’ contains several examples showing how staff have shaped the way services are delivered for the benefit of those who use them. Staff are also involved in service planning.
Meetings are held with trade union representatives twice monthly to discuss policy or employment relations issues. This enables the trade unions to be engaged at the early stages of proposed initiatives and raise any issues. The council does not undertake council wide staff surveys as it considers that consultation with staff is more effective when undertaken at service level. Staff consultation will become more systematic as it is monitored under the West Lothian Assessment Model (discussed below). The council should ensure that this enables it to collect and monitor appropriate information on staff attitudes across the council over time.
The sickness absence rate for craft and manual workers is 5.2% compared to a Scottish average of 6.3%. The Council ranks fifth across Scotland on this Statutory Performance Indicator. The sickness absence rate for professional, administrative, technical and clerical staff at 4.7% is slightly below the Scottish average of 5.2%. The absence rate for teachers is 3.9%, which is marginally above the Scottish average of 3.8%.  
Managing Finance
Financial management is strong and the council matches its financial resources to its identified priorities.
Local external audit reports on the financial stewardship and governance of the council have been positive. The council has effective financial planning processes and operates a three year budgeting cycle, matching financial resources to corporate priorities. Members and officers review the financial strategy on an annual basis to ensure budgets are aligned with the priorities and objectives set out in the corporate plan. 
The council takes effective action to protect its financial interest in organisations it funds. For example when the trust running its sport and leisure facilities ran into financial difficulties, the council appointed consultants to undertake an independent review and agreed a recovery strategy.  It also increased the level of scrutiny to ensure that any future issues are identified quickly. The auditor concluded that in taking this action, the council had met its responsibility to ensure sound governance arrangements in a body receiving public funding. 
Managing assets and controlling risk
The council is improving its approach to asset and risk management. 
The council holds fixed assets worth approximately £816 million, mainly consisting of land and property. The corporate approach to asset management is being refined, with the aim of ensuring that assets are fully used for the benefit of the council as a whole. Following work done on the schools estate, good progress is being made in relation to other assets. Information from the asset management plan is now playing a role in capital spending decisions. As an example, the school estate management plan was used to focus effort where it was most needed to clear an identified backlog of maintenance work in schools.
The council is developing key performance indicators to measure and monitor the use of assets. Examples of indicators being introduced include: revenue running cost per square metre of internal floor space, and the value of reactive against planned, preventative maintenance spend for each building.
Risk management arrangements are reviewed regularly by the local external auditor. The council’s approach to risk management is well developed and continues to be improved. Planned improvements include designating ‘risk champions’, to ensure services adopt the corporate approach to risk management. 
Managing Information and Communications Technology
Information and Communications Technology has been used effectively to deliver e-government. The service has improved following a best value review.
One of the council’s guiding principles identified in its corporate plan is to be ‘an e-council…enabled by technology’. It is delivering very effectively on the e-government agenda. An external evaluation of the council’s IT strategy supported this view, concluding that the council was further advanced in e-government planning and implementation than many other local authorities in the UK. The role and effectiveness of the council’s IT service is an important factor in this success. 
The council has improved the effectiveness of the IT service through a best value review carried out in 2002/03.  This review showed that although costs compared favourably with other providers in the public and private sectors, customer satisfaction levels were low. In response it has successfully introduced a more customer and performance focused culture. This is supported by improved performance management and service plans, which now include both financial (unit cost) and customer satisfaction targets. 
The council is continuing to refine performance measures for the IT service and develop more systematic reporting of outcomes against targets, both to elected members and to the corporate management team.  It also plans to repeat the customer satisfaction survey to assess the degree of improvement since the best value review.
Buying goods and services
The council has introduced e-procurement and is making progress in realising its full benefits. As the system expands, it needs to systematically identify efficiency gains.  The council should progress the planned development of its procurement policy to ensure that procurement effectively supports service delivery and provides value for money.
The council has introduced e-procurement and bought £21 million worth of goods and services through it in the last 18 months. This equates to around 25% of its annual revenue expenditure on supplies and services.  It has demonstrated success in using e-procurement, for example saving an estimated £0.5 million by purchasing electricity through an electronic auction.  The benefits of e-procurement are likely to increase significantly when the system is extended to education and operational services during 2005. 
 The council plans to use information in the system to rationalise its list of suppliers, with a view to getting better value for money from contracts and benefiting from economies of scale. As the system information matures, the council will assess the full benefits of moving to e-procurement. It is aware that efficiency savings need to be systematically identified and costed to enable them to be reallocated to areas which will have most impact on front line services. This has also presented the council with an opportunity to develop its procurement policy to ensure that it is supporting effective service delivery and providing value for money. 
There is evidence that the council is open to considering different ways of procuring services. Recognising that there were a limited number of large suppliers of materials for roads and building contractors, the council restructured its contracts to separate the provision of building and roads maintenance services from the supply of materials. In this way it is able to benefit from bulk discounts when purchasing materials and smaller contractors are better able to compete for maintenance contracts.
Managing Performance
The council is developing a more sophisticated approach to performance management that will enable it to demonstrate whether it is delivering high quality, cost effective services and meeting its statutory duty of continuous improvement under Best Value. Further developing key performance indicators will show the cost and quality of its services, and support more systematic reporting of performance. 
When the council’s system for assessing continuous improvement is fully developed it will provide a rounded picture of performance. Individual services have been developing key indicators to manage performance, but there is variation in how well advanced this process is across the organisation. The Housing Service, for example, has a particularly well developed and effective approach to performance management. The council recognises the need for most services to be more systematic in measuring and reporting performance.  
Performance is reported to the corporate management team mainly on an exception basis, focusing on highlights or problems in delivering initiatives and projects. Where services have made progress in developing Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), they are using them to manage their own performance, but are not consistently reporting the results to the corporate management team or committees to support effective scrutiny. Developing a suite of key performance indicators for every service, with a focus on cost effectiveness and outcomes for service users, will enable the council to better demonstrate whether services are improving.
Recently the major focus in performance management has been on developing the West Lothian Assessment Model (which promotes continuous improvement in services) and an ‘Initiatives System’ (which tracks performance on initiatives identified in community, corporate and service plans, and improvement actions identified by the West Lothian Assessment Model). The West Lothian Assessment Model is discussed in more detail below.
The Initiatives System can be used to produce monitoring reports on progress against objectives in the community, corporate and service plans. The system is designed so that elected members and council officers can access the information directly but the council should take advantage of the reporting potential of the system by producing regular reports for the corporate management team, elected members and the public. This will support scrutiny and accountability.
Scrutiny and accountability
Elected members and senior officers should determine the high level information they need to manage the council’s performance and continue to drive improvement in services. 
The council’s open culture and the professional relationship between members and officers should enable a higher degree of constructive challenge than currently happens within committees. Greater challenge from members would increase accountability and provide added impetus for continuous improvement in service delivery, as measured by outcomes for users.
Elected members’ ability to hold council services to account for their performance varies across services, according to the performance information being reported to committees. Members, particularly conveners, receive informal performance briefings from officers on a regular basis. They also receive assurance from a number of external sources, including reports by inspectorates, and other assessment bodies (such as Investors in People and Charter Mark), and the council’s record of achievement in award schemes (the council was recently highly commended in the Local Government Chronicle ‘Council of the Year’ award and has received many other awards). 
As a result members are confident that services are being delivered to a high standard, and that officers would report any problems arising. While there are informal mechanisms for scrutiny outwith committees, more systematic reporting of performance to committees would improve transparency and accountability. The council has recognised that busy committee agendas restrict the time available to consider performance information and has established a cross-party Performance Panel. The panel comprises seven elected members, with a Labour majority of one. 
One of the most important roles of the panel is to ensure that performance information produced by services is of a consistent standard, and is at the appropriate level of detail, to enable effective scrutiny by the main committees. However, its remit is very broad and it is also responsible for ensuring that: 
	consultation is done properly and regularly and findings are acted upon; 

measures of policy effectiveness are available to service committees; 
best value reviews are rigorous and comprehensive; and, 
services are complying with best practice in publicly reporting to customers and citizens.
 The panel has met seven times since it was established in October 2003 and its agenda to date has largely been determined by officers.  Meeting more frequently, setting priorities in its work programme, and maintaining a clear focus on its remit would increase the effectiveness of the panel and help to ensure it covers all aspects of its remit. The council is currently reconsidering the role of the panel and how the effectiveness of scrutiny mechanisms can be increased.
Challenge and improvement
Challenge and improvement are embedded in the culture of the council.
The council has developed and implemented its own comprehensive self-assessment tool: the West Lothian Assessment Model (WLAM). The model supports continuous improvement and provides evidence of how well individual services are meeting the requirements of Best Value. The WLAM has been designed to encompass the requirements of recognised quality models, such as the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) Quality Model, the Investors in People (IIP) standard and Charter Mark. 
In order to ensure that the WLAM complements these tools and is integrated with other assessments, a partnership working group has been set up with Quality Scotland, Investors in People Scotland, the Cabinet Office and Charter Mark Assessment Services. The council has also consulted Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education about how their revised framework for inspecting the educational functions of councils could be integrated within the WLAM, to ensure a consistent approach.
The WLAM provides a structured framework for services to examine their systems and processes, the resources they use and what they achieve. To date, the council has completed WLAM assessments for all services, except schools and their supporting management, to establish a baseline position and the model has gained a high level of ‘buy-in’ from services. The council recognises that the initial assessment round for WLAM involved services in learning about the model and that the scores produced will need to be refined as staff gain experience of the WLAM. 
The WLAM is designed to encourage services to identify and take ownership of their improvement agenda. The model includes an element of challenge from staff outwith the service being reviewed, which adds rigour to the self assessment and ensures consistency in the way things are being measured across services. 
Staff have found the model useful in highlighting areas within services where improvement effort can best be focused. Implementing the WLAM has resulted in the process of challenge and review being embedded within the council’s business processes to support continuous improvement in service delivery. 
In addition to service reviews under the West Lothian Assessment Model, the council also plans to implement a new programme of thematic reviews using WLAM. This recognises the key role that joint working plays in delivering its objectives. Thematic reviews will examine cross-cutting areas such as the council’s approach to ‘modernising government’. Evidence from reviews examined in the course of the audit suggests that the council has a sound process for undertaking reviews, which includes options appraisal, and is open to considering new ways of doing things. 
Reviews include a ‘critical friend’ from outwith the council to provide independent challenge. For example, an independent social work consultant was involved in the recently completed review of looked after children and the principal of West Lothian College is chairing a review of the council’s economic development service. Similarly, a former director of education from East Renfrewshire Council acted as a ‘critical friend’ in the best value review of secondary education.
The council has reconfigured services that were formerly subject to compulsory competitive tendering legislation to ensure a focus on customer needs, service performance and efficiency. It has removed the distinction between ‘client’ and ‘contractor’ to improve efficiency and uses the WLAM to test best value and competitiveness. Using the WLAM, it benchmarks costs, outputs and satisfaction levels. There is evidence of competitiveness with external organisations, for example:
	As part of the public private partnership for new schools, the in-house facilities management service won the cleaning, grounds maintenance and waste management contracts in open competition. 

The council’s roads service successfully competed against external contractors for work on a three year roads renewal programme. 
The council looks for good practice, and attempts to benchmark costs and performance, both within and outwith the public sector.  For example it measures itself against the private sector on performance, processes, training and best practice in the area of customer contact. It is due to host a conference on customer contact and Asda Walmart, Intelligent Finance and BskyB have all agreed to participate and exchange experiences.  The Customer Information Service has benchmarked against Asda Walmart and this resulted in a change of practice and a more focused performance ethos within the service.

Part 3: How do services perform?
How well is the council meeting its strategic aims?
The Council has adopted a number of creative approaches to meeting its strategic aims. It is using technology to deliver modern, integrated services that are becoming easier for people to access. It has a clear commitment to equality of opportunity which is having an impact on service design. Sustainability is a major factor in its strategic decisions.
‘A connected council…’
The council is very good at working with partners to deliver ‘joined up’ services. The West Lothian Community Planning Partnership is well-established, having been built on existing working relationships. 
One of the council’s guiding principles is to be a ‘connected council…at the heart of a network of partners’. Joint working is a particular strength, both between council services and with external partners. Elected members and senior officers have enthusiastically embraced their responsibility for leading the community planning process.  
The community planning partnership involves decision makers from a wide range of partner organisations representing the public, private and voluntary sectors. The high level of commitment from all partners has enabled the partnership to deliver real improvements for service users. 
The council takes overall responsibility for the community planning process and relationships with its key partners are sufficiently mature to enable responsibility to be shared. For example, community planning sub-groups are chaired by a variety of partners. Partners interviewed in the course of the audit were generally very positive about the council’s approach to joint working.
There are some excellent examples of better services being delivered as a result. Many are easier, and less time-consuming, for users to access. West Lothian Connected, a one-stop shop in the main shopping centre in Livingston, demonstrates clearly how working with a variety of partners can lead to better services. West Lothian Connected offers a range of services from four public sector agencies. The services are housed under one roof and share a reception area and administrative support. 
People using health and social care services are among the most vulnerable service users. The council and its partners recognise that it is important that these users have easy access to all the services they need. The Strathbrock Partnership Centre makes a strong contribution to the corporate plan goal of ‘improving the care services by joining up health and social work services’. The success of this venture is widely acknowledged and last year it won an APSE Service Award for Partnership Working and a COSLA Excellence Award for Health Improvement. 
To realise greater benefits from joint working with the NHS, the council and NHS Lothian are establishing a Community Health and Care Partnership to provide joint primary health and social care services. This is at an early stage, but the intention is that budgets will be aligned and staff from both organisations will work together in mixed teams to a common management framework. The hope is to move to full integration in future years.
The council is successfully using joint working to address the growing problem of antisocial behaviour.   It has established a multi-disciplinary and multi-agency Neighbourhood Response Team (NRT) to deal with neighbour disputes and antisocial behaviour .  As staff come from a variety of backgrounds, the NRT can respond quickly and effectively to a range of issues.
The council recognises the important role that the voluntary sector plays in achieving the community and corporate plan objectives.  Within West Lothian there are a broad range of voluntary organisations, to which the council provided around £4m of financial support during 2004/05.  It monitors voluntary organisations effectively and reports achievements under each community plan theme to demonstrate the value it receives from the funding and support provided. 
The council has undertaken best value reviews of voluntary organisations which it funds to encourage them to improve their services and the way they are managed. Those scoring highly were awarded three year funding agreements, while those reaching an acceptable standard were awarded one year funding agreements with development conditions attached. Where serious development needs were identified funding was awarded for 6 months with additional funding being dependent on strict conditions being met.
‘A customer focused council…’
The council engages effectively with its communities to ensure that services are provided in ways that suit their needs and preferences.
At the heart of the modernising agenda is the recognition that services should be provided in ways that suit the user. The Council is making good progress in breaking down traditional departmental cultures and boundaries to make services more seamless, accessible and personal.
The council identifies a focus on service users as one of its guiding principles: ‘a customer focused council…organised around the needs of the citizen’. It uses a range of mechanisms to consult with people. The council has a community engagement strategy and action plan outlining the range of activities being developed to inform, consult and involve people in the community planning process. This includes more ways of involving young people.
The methods used to engage with communities include:

	A Youth Congress, which was recently set up to represent young people’s issues. 

Call-back surveys undertaken by contact centre staff to obtain the views of people who have recently received a service. 
A network of 34 community councils. The community councils’ scheme is being reviewed in conjunction with the Association of Community Councils with the aim of making the community councils more accessible and representative, particularly in respect of young people.
Locality Planning and Area Co-ordination is used to engage with communities to develop local plans for their area.
Public meetings, workshops and open days for consultation on specific issues. 
There is a Citizens Panel of around 1,500 West Lothian residents which is representative in terms of age, gender, ethnic origin, housing tenure and geographic area. The panel members take part in at least one major postal survey every year. Quality of Life Surveys were carried out in 1999, 2001 and 2004 and an Access to Services Survey was carried out in 2000. Members may also be called upon for mini-surveys, telephone surveys or to join small focus groups on a specific service or project. Panel members are told the results of the surveys they take part in and how the information from them will be used.	
There are good examples of services being reshaped in response to feedback and of services being planned and delivered in the way that residents want. For example, a Quality of Life survey in 2001 showed that dog fouling, litter, glass and fly tipping were common concerns. In response, the council set up Neighbourhood Environment Teams (NETs) to tackle this. As a result there has been a marked improvement in the condition of open spaces. 
Similarly, despite ranking top in the Statutory Performance Indicator for roads maintenance, the condition of roads and footpaths was identified as a major concern among communities and the council has committed £81 million to a three-year improvement programme.  
Individual services within the council are engaging with their users in different ways and to differing degrees.  For example, the Housing service has Tenants Panels, Tenants Satisfaction Surveys and innovative Tenant-Led Inspections.  By using the West Lothian Assessment Model, other services (including social work, and building, roads and waste management) have recognised the need to become more systematic in their approach.  
The council recognises that there are people who are more difficult to engage. It has piloted Community Engagement Standards developed by Communities Scotland, which highlight the need for different approaches to suit different communities. For example, in Ladywell an approach which involved a wide section of the community in discussions of local issues and planning for the future has delivered significant improvement in the physical and social environment and had a very positive reception from local residents. Improvements include; upgraded footpaths and street lighting, cleaner streets and provision of a drop-in centre for young people. 
Customer services
The council has a network of Customer Information Services (CIS) and a Customer Service Centre, which offer a gateway for all council services. The Customer Service Centre, which handles contact by telephone, e-mail, fax, textphone, care alarms and the internet, is being used to develop expertise in all forms of customer contact.  
Over the next few years the Customer Service Centre is expected to become the largest channel for remote customer contact with West Lothian Council. It provides a 24/7 service, taking in excess of 10,000 calls and 150 e-mails per month, and incorporates the council’s out of hours help-lines, Careline and CCTV monitoring. 
 ‘An e-council…’
The council uses technology very effectively to deliver services that are easy to access.
The focus of the council’s e-government agenda is the Wired West Lothian programme, which was developed with community planning partners. Through Wired West Lothian and other key strategies it has developed a number of initiatives that have used technology to make services easier to access. The council’s approach supports its guiding principle of being ‘an e-council…enabled by technology’.
A major focus for the council in developing its use of technology is the enquiry tracking system (ETS).  The council has developed the ETS as its key system for tracking enquiries made by the public. The project was supported by the Modernising Government Fund. The ETS provides access to information on all council services and those of partner organisations and is being integrated with other council systems. This will enable data to be used more effectively to provide more responsive and streamlined services to the public. 
The council’s website West Lothian Online has been designed as a community portal with information not only about the council but also about other public and private partners. The website contains a good range of information, including committee minutes and supporting papers, and allows users to make payments and request a range of services online. The high quality of the website has been recognised and it was identified by the Society of Information and Technology Management as one of the first transactional local authority websites.
Through the West Lothian Economic Partnership the council has recently launched a business portal and learning network to support local business development and promote the local economy. Targeted at businesses in West Lothian, but also designed for anyone with an interest in the local economy, it provides a useful resource with links to a wide range of learning and information resources for small and medium sized businesses. The Learning Network provides a flexible, accessible and affordable route for training for West Lothian's business community. 
The council has adopted new technology as an integral component of its approach to e-care. This includes:
	an electronic information sharing system at the Strathbrock Partnership Centre that enables both council and health staff to access agreed information on common customers;
	an electronic form and single shared assessments for practitioners working with older people, that reduces duplication and speeds up decisions and access to resources; and
	Smart technology installed in people’s homes through the ‘Opening Doors for Older People’ programme allows them to live independently.

The council is recognised as a leader in the use of Smart Technology. In March 2005, the Smart Homes scheme won the Best IT Solution award for primary and community care in the UK in a competition sponsored by the Department of Health in England. The scheme has attracted world-wide interest. In recent months the council has hosted visits by senior officials from the Hong Kong government and from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister in the UK. 
Recognising the importance of technology in supporting educational objectives, such as independent learning, collaboration with others and communication skills, the council developed CREATIS (creating the information society in West Lothian). This was the first of its kind in Britain and has acted as the test bed for the National Grid for Learning. All schools were connected to the internet by 2002 and over 25,000 pupils and teachers have their own internet and e-mail accounts.
‘Providing equality of opportunities’
The council has a strong commitment to providing equality of opportunity and there are clear examples of the positive impact this has on services. It needs to get better at monitoring and reporting its performance in this area.
‘Providing equality of opportunities’ is identified in the corporate plan as one of the council’s underlying values. The council is continuing to develop an integrated and consistent approach to equalities across the organisation.  It is doing this through mainstreaming equalities issues within individual services and through having a corporate working group on equalities to ensure a consistent approach to meeting its corporate duties on equalities.
The council has developed a good understanding of the nature and scale of equalities issues in its communities, and of the challenges which people from diverse backgrounds, and with different needs, may face in accessing its services. This knowledge is informed by consultation with key representative groups, including Disability West Lothian and the Multi-Cultural Forum. It is also improving its knowledge of ethnicity and disability amongst its staff through issuing questionnaires to all employees.
Staff are guided by a broad range of equalities policies covering the main legislative areas of race, disability and gender in both service delivery and employment. To improve its performance in providing equality of opportunity, the council has reviewed its current policies and is developing a single equalities policy to support a more integrated approach to equal opportunities. This will go beyond the statutory requirement to have a Race Equality Scheme (RES) and is being examined in conjunction with an external independent assessment of progress against its RES for 2003-2005. 
There is evidence that the council is addressing equalities issues in its area and seeking to ensure its services are accessible to all potential users. For example:
	It has supported people from black and minority ethnic (BME) groups to become qualified environmental health consultants. These consultants work with the council’s staff to improve its service and raise awareness of environmental health issues amongst BME communities.

In conjunction with the Commission for Racial Equality, the council employs an Ethnic Minority Development Worker in the advice shop in Bathgate. By actively promoting the services offered by the development worker through, for example, newsletters and visits to mosques, the BME community’s use of the advice shop has increased beyond expectations.
The council has made significant progress on making its buildings physically accessible. It provides hearing induction loops in all main offices and is piloting the Language Line interpretation service across all its services.
It has established an Access Committee that grants funding to small businesses and voluntary organisations to help them make adjustments to their premises to allow access for people with physical disabilities. Applications to the committee are assessed by people with physical disabilities.
Equal opportunities is an integral element of the council’s performance management system. 
There is evidence of progress in tackling equalities issues. However, the council recognises it needs to collect, monitor and report the information necessary to measure achievements against its objectives and targets for equal opportunities, and to demonstrate positive outcomes for its residents. This is particularly important for the council in meeting its statutory duty to monitor services by ethnic group and demonstrate progress against its general duty for race equality. 
‘A changing community’
The council recognises it must respond to its high rate of population growth, and changes within the local economy, in a sustainable way. It demonstrates a high level of commitment and an integrated approach to sustainability. 
The council is committed to ensuring that social, economic and environmental improvements are sustainable. The principle of sustainability underpins the way it plans and provides its services, from housing and education, through transport and economic development to bio-diversity and waste management. It aims to ensure that its decisions meet present needs and safeguard the environment for the future.
The council’s strong commitment to sustainability is demonstrated by a number of the goals identified under its community and corporate plan themes of ‘a changing community’. These include:
 
	managing new development arising from population growth;

protecting and enhancing the natural and built environment of its towns, villages and countryside; and,
encouraging waste minimisation and waste recycling.
These goals are supported by more detailed operational plans. The council is currently agreeing a sustainability strategy that will provide a stronger link between the corporate plan, its operational plans and the Scottish Executive’s sustainability indicators. 
The council demonstrates an active commitment to sustainability in other ways. For example it was at the forefront in developing a Biodiversity Action Plan and in having a Soil Sustainability Action Plan. In addition, it has a corporate group that is developing a programme of training and awareness for staff over the next year so that it can meet its duty to carry out a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) on every policy from January 2006.
The rapid population growth in the area puts significant pressure on the environment, housing, schools and other resources. Schools in particular are at capacity in all the main communities. This poses a number of challenges for the council, including the need to ensure that planned developments will result in sustainable communities. Recognising the importance of sustainable development to continued economic prosperity, the council is taking an innovative approach to supporting growth in a way that minimises the impact on existing communities and the council’s resources.  Planners have worked closely with other council services, particularly education and cultural services, and with communities and developers to identify three large development areas, each of which will accommodate between 2,000 and 5,000 houses. Development on this scale enables developers to plan ahead and enables the council to negotiate funding from house builders for new infrastructure. This includes a number of new primary and secondary schools, which would represent a significant level of ‘planning gain’.
The council has a strong commitment to recycling and has made good progress in some areas. For example: 

	It is working towards meeting the Scottish Executive’s waste recycling targets through its three bin scheme for all households. 
	It has established a large-scale composting centre for composting green waste and cardboard collected in domestic bins and is aiming to achieve the BSI PAS 100 standard. This is providing benefits for NETs and Land Services which uses green waste for compost.

It has established a successful joint venture company with Tarmac for recycling roads waste. The venture company is making an annual profit of around £130k, which is a significant turnaround from the previous position of making a loss of £100k. 

As part of its overall approach to sustainability the council is also working to improve energy management. It has appointed an Energy Manager and is working on improving procurement and use of energy and water. It is improving energy awareness among staff by building energy related topics within staff training and induction programmes. As well the environmental benefits of better management of water and energy there have been significant financial benefits, including one-off savings of around £365,000 and annual savings of around £85,000.
Economic sustainability is a priority for the council in light of economic difficulties experienced by the area due to major industrial closures. The council’s contribution to sustainable economic development is discussed below, in the context of the economic development service. The council is also contributing towards an integrated approach to economic and environmental development through its involvement in a Business Environment Partnership.
How are individual services performing?
Audit Scotland publishes council profiles containing seventy-five performance indicators. While these do not give a comprehensive picture of performance across all services, they give an indication of comparative performance across a range of services: 

	West Lothian was ranked in the upper quartile (8th or above out of 32 councils) on 28 measures and was in the lower quartile (25th or below) on only six. Of all Scottish councils it has the least number of Statutory Performance Indicators (SPIs) in the bottom quartile. It was one of only four councils to have 28 or more indicators in the top quartile. The council investigates reasons for poor performance as measured by SPIs and takes action to address them.
	The council’s performance improved by at least 5% on 13 measures between 2001/02 and 2003/04, while 10 measures worsened by at least 5%. SPI performance in individual services is discussed further below.

For the purposes of the audit we selected the highest spending services with a direct impact on the public. We also looked at economic development because of its historic importance to the council.
Education
Education is a good quality service. HMIE judged eight of the eleven quality indicators used in their inspection as very good and the remaining three as good. Attainment levels are around the national average but show an improving trend. There is a clear vision for the service and it has highly committed and effective leaders.
Education accounts for about half of the council’s total net revenue expenditure on services (£126 million in 2003/04). It employs around 3,200 staff of which 1,900 are teachers. The service contributes to the community and corporate plan theme of ‘a learning community’.
The corporate plan identifies a key challenge as being to ‘raise attainment and achievement for all, by learning together in partnership with students, parents/ carers and other agencies.’ The council can demonstrate a general upward trend in the levels of attainment at both primary and secondary stages. These levels are currently around the national average. 
The council has introduced a major strategic initiative, ‘Succeeding Together’, to give added impetus to raising attainment and achievement levels. and benchmarking for the project are being provided by Shell UK, which successfully implemented a similar approach. The success of the project will be evaluated after three years by Stirling University.
Education services are inspected regularly by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education (HMIE). Audit Scotland works with HMIE on the inspection of each authority and we have relied on this work in forming a view of the service. The HMIE inspection report, published in September 2004, concluded: ‘Overall, West Lothian council was an effective authority which was having significant positive impact on the work of its schools and the educational outcomes for children and young people’. HMIE use 11 quality indicators and the council was rated as ‘very good’ (the highest rating) in eight of the indicators, and ‘good’ in the remaining three. 
In Part One of this report we identified organisational culture, effective leadership and clarity of vision as reasons for the council’s success. The HMIE report supports this view. It identifies; the clarity of aims and vision for education, the commitment of the Director and Heads of Service, the accessibility and approachability of all senior managers within the service, and the overall quality of teamwork among centrally employed staff as being among the education service’s key strengths.
Social work
The council’s social work service is providing good services to both adults and children, based on the evidence available. It has made significant service improvements in recent years, re-shaping them to deliver corporate and community plan objectives and giving them a clear focus on supporting people to live independently. 
The council spent £46 million providing social work services in 2003/04. The service employed the equivalent of just over 1,000 full time staff. The council performs well on a range of Statutory Performance Indicators for social work, although it is difficult to form a complete picture of performance across the service as performance management systems need further development. This issue was identified by the council as part of a recent review under the West Lothian Assessment Model. 
The service successfully supports corporate and community plan priorities under the theme of ‘a caring community’. The key challenges for the service are identified as: enabling people in need of support to live at home or in their local community; improving services by joining up health and social work services; and, maximising the potential for children and young people to lead full lives. The council, recognising that it is important that social work is linked closely to health, housing strategy, and community development, have combined these services within a Social Policy division. This has assisted in providing more seamless services.
Older people
The council’s ‘Opening Doors for Older People’ initiative was delivered in partnership with the NHS and housing associations. It has increased choices for older people, with the objective of enabling them to remain as independent as possible until they are too frail to cope at home. Exhibit 13 illustrates the benefits of using technology to give to older people more independence and reduce the burden on their carers.
The main features of Opening Doors for Older People were:

	To use technology to support people living in their own homes. A home safety service acts as a base system to which more features can be added. Available features include; movement sensors, fall detectors, bed and chair sensors and a video door entry system. Around 1,600 homes have home safety technology and the council aims to double this.

A ‘Housing with Care’ programme provides tenancies in houses equipped with support technology and an on-site staff team. 
The council has focused on providing intensive home care to those clients in greatest need. Home care is becoming more flexible, with more care being provided in the evening and overnight. Statutory Performance Indicators show that the council ranks first across Scotland on this indicator. The increased availability and flexibility of intensive home care packages and alternative support has helped to significantly shorten the average stay in residential care from 3 years to 18 months.
The council has a high percentage of places in residential care homes for older people with en-suite (96% compared with a national average of 62%) and single rooms (94% compared with a national average of 85%). 
Children
While there is a relatively high proportion of looked after children in West Lothian (11.8 per 1,000 compared with 10.9 nationally) children’s services perform relatively well against Statutory Performance Indicators.  In 2003/04 a high proportion of looked after children were cared for at home or in community placements - 91% against a Scottish average of around 87%. This was the third highest level across all Scottish local authorities.   
In addition:

	The proportion of staff in council managed residential homes for children with an appropriate qualification was relatively high - 75% compared to a national average of 52%, the fifth highest level across all Scottish local authorities.
	The level of privacy for children in residential care was relatively high with 95% having single rooms against a national average of 85%.

The council submitted 41% of social background reports requested by the Children’s Reporter within 20 days compared to a national average of 37.6%; and
Social Work supervising officers saw 91% of children within the national target time of 15 days compared to an average of 79% across all Scottish local authorities.
Good joint work with education is proving to be very effective in raising the attainment levels of looked after children. This is an area where the council had been performing poorly. Over the course of one year it has more than doubled the proportion of looked after children attaining standard grade English and Maths at level 3 and is now ahead of the national average. 
The council’s success derives from better inter-agency co-operation which has increased staff understanding of the complex issues faced by children in these circumstances. The council has established a multi-disciplinary team with responsibility for looked after children. The team includes teachers, an educational psychologist, a nurse, a children’s rights officer, a mental health development worker and mental health link workers. The link worker’s role is to work with children and young people and their parents and carers to promote attainment and achievement. There was a programme of training for education and social work staff, and a joint social work and education policy for looked after children clarifies the responsibilities of all those involved in the education of looked after children.
 The Social Work Services Inspectorate report for 2003 highlighted the council’s achievement in ‘developing a range of throughcare support for young people who have been looked after by the Council, including preparing them for work and further education and getting suitable accommodation for them.’ 
As part of its commitment to improvement the council has recently completed a best value review of services to looked after children.  This review has highlighted the positive impact that partnership working, co-location of social care and teaching staff and other initiatives are having on improving the life chances of looked after children. The review also highlighted that, with projected population growth, there is a need for further resourcing and increased joint working to ensure successful outcomes for these children.
Working with health services
It is essential that social work and health services are well integrated as they often share the same groups of service users. The council has worked with local NHS services to set up an innovative partnership arrangement at the Strathbrock Centre (Exhibit 10). This means that related services are available in one location. Most importantly, where clients give permission, the partners share data, lessening the burden on users to repeat the same information to obtain different services.
Keeping people in hospital for longer than necessary is costly to the public purse and can result in poorer outcomes when they are discharged. The council has worked well with its NHS partners to reduce the time spent waiting in hospital for a suitable alternative care package. Based on figures at October 2004, the average time patients in West Lothian waited to be discharged from hospital following a social work assessment was 46 days, compared to a national average of 106 days. Half of those patients waited no more than nine days, the shortest waiting time in Scotland.
Housing 
The council is delivering a high quality housing service which has been recognised by a number of awards. It actively promotes opportunities for tenants to influence housing services. 
The council has a stock of around 14,000 houses. It collects rents of around £34 million per year and spends around £9 million a year on repairs and maintenance. The council’s housing and homelessness services are inspected by Communities Scotland. West Lothian has been included in Communities Scotland’s programme of inspections for 2005/06.
The council is delivering major improvements in housing quality for tenants through an innovative £6.5m programme of installing new kitchens and bathrooms in every council house within five years. It is funding the improvements by adding £5 to the weekly rent. This represents a large increase relative to average rent rises nationally. However, the programme was voted for by tenants and has resulted in high levels of tenant satisfaction.
The Housing Service has a strong performance culture and a systematic approach to planning and managing performance. Through its well defined planning framework it has a highly structured set of clear plans to manage its services. It regularly monitors and reports detailed performance information to demonstrate progress against service aims and systematically reviews performance. The service was largely responsible for developing and driving the implementation of the West Lothian Assessment Model across the council. 
The council’s housing stock is well managed and Statutory Performance Indicators (SPIs) are very good. For 2003/04, the time taken for the council to re-let its houses and the amount of lost rent through empty houses was better than all other Scottish authorities. The level of rent arrears has reduced every year since 1997 and is currently less than half the national average. 
Delivering high quality customer focused services is central to the ethos of the Housing Service. This is reflected in the opportunities it creates for tenants to shape services, the high levels of satisfaction amongst tenants, its achievement of Charter Marks (for its local service delivery, repairs service and tenant participation) and a range of national and European awards.  
Every year it has a programme of Tenant Led Inspections covering a range of issues and this has been recognised as an innovative approach to involving tenants in assessing services and generating continuous improvement. To date around 13 tenant led inspections have been carried out. The inspections are well structured and have been useful in identifying key areas for improvement from a service user perspective. The Housing Service has responded well to these inspections through implementing detailed improvement plans.
Operational Services
There is evidence of good performance by Operational Services but more formal and systematic reporting of performance needs to be developed.
Operational Services delivers a wide range of services, including road and grounds maintenance, cleansing, and fleet management. In line with the council’s stated principle of being ‘organised around the needs of the citizen’ there is a clear customer focus in the delivery of these services. 
The service has a good performance management framework in place. It manages its performance against key performance indicators relating to costs, outputs and service quality.  The indicators used in many areas have been reviewed and modified and as a result, there is limited trend information available to demonstrate continuous improvement.  
Although general service performance is reported to the committee convener on an informal basis through the year, there should be more formal and systematic reporting of key performance information to members to improve transparency and accountability. 
Building Services
Building services carry out all maintenance and major works relating to council properties, including work associated with the kitchen and bathroom replacement programme for Housing. The service has a good track record of completing housing repairs within locally set targets. Statutory Performance indicators show that over 94% of housing repairs are completed to timescale.
In an effort to enhance the service provided to tenants, a Best Value review was undertaken in 2004. As a result, the use of local repair teams for minor and emergency repairs was introduced to increase responsiveness. Tenant satisfaction with local response teams and the housing repairs service is high at 98% and 92% respectively. A challenge for the service is to reflect the responsiveness and quality levels achieved in housing repairs throughout the whole of the repairs service.
Roads Services
The council ranked first across Scotland for the condition of its roads in recent statutory performance indicators with only 23% of its roads network needing to be considered for maintenance. This compares to a Scottish average of 45%. The council’s performance information for the last year shows the competitiveness of its roads maintenance service against external competition.  
The council is delivering its £81million roads upgrade programme through a mix of its own staff and external contractors. The work is carried out by council staff where this is judged to be more cost effective, and this has led to costs being around £1 million less than anticipated in the first year of the programme. These budget savings are being reinvested in this priority area, allowing more projects to be undertaken. 
As well as focusing on efficiency, the service also has a strong focus on quality.  To support this it has introduced a ‘considerate contractor’ scheme, requiring all contractors to abide by common standards of quality and customer care. 
Statutory Performance Indicators show that 93% of traffic lights are repaired within 48 hours and 95% of street lights are repaired within seven days. These figures are close to the Scottish average. The service has developed a number of key performance indicators to support the statutory indicators for roads. Some of these indicators have only recently been established making it difficult to draw conclusions about performance. As an example, the indicator for the percentage of road works completed within 28 days is now being measured against a target of 80%, but data for a full year is not yet available.
Waste Management Services
Waste management services are responsible for collecting and disposing of domestic and commercial refuse, and providing recycling facilities and services. In common with other authorities, the focus of the service has been on recycling and waste reduction. 
To improve the recycling of domestic waste a three bin collection system is being introduced to collect biodegradable waste, recyclable materials and general waste. The council estimates that 50% of domestic waste is being recycled through this scheme and it is being rolled out across all households. Although recycling of commercial waste is much lower than for domestic waste, the council is projecting a significant increase in its overall performance for recycling. In 2003/04 it recycled 11.1% of waste compared with a national average of 12.3%. 
The council’s cost of collecting refuse, at £51.35 per property is around the Scottish average. It performs better on the cost of refuse disposal which, at £46.24 per property, is well below the Scottish average of £58.43. The service performs well in responding to requests for special uplifts of bulky domestic waste with 97.2% of uplifts made within 5 days. This compares to a Scottish average of 78.8%.
Economic development
The economic development service has been successful in working with partners to combat the loss of major employers in the area. It is working well with the education service to encourage young people to develop business skills.
The economic development service contributes to the community and corporate plan themes of ‘a prosperous community’ (by encouraging economic growth) and ‘a learning community’ (by supporting people to develop their skills). The service’s plans are clearly linked to the relevant corporate and community goals. The service has a core budget of approximately £1 million and in 2004/05 attracted £2 million of external funding. The service employs 38 staff.
West Lothian has been very successful in terms of economic development despite facing some major challenges. It dealt with the collapse of traditional industries by encouraging inward investment from electronics manufacturing companies. It has also responded well to the subsequent collapse of the electronics manufacturing sector that resulted in around 10,000 job losses in 2001/02.
The main focus for economic development since 2001 has been to deliver the three-year West Lothian Strategic Action Plan, which was the West Lothian Economic Partnership's response to the closure of Motorola and NEC Semiconductors. The closure of Motorola represented the biggest inward investment loss in the UK and highlighted the over dependence on a small number of large companies and the need for diversity within the West Lothian economy – 20% of the economy in West Lothian was in electronics manufacturing and 40% of the workforce were employed in 1% of the companies.  The council recognises that around 16,000 jobs in West Lothian that still rely on foreign owned companies remain potentially vulnerable due to greater globalisation and future changes in central government assistance. 
The challenges that the council and its economic development partners have faced in recent years provided impetus for better joint working. This has produced positive outcomes including significant growth in retailing and other business sectors. In 2001 West Lothian had the lowest number of public sector jobs of any area. This has increased recently through the relocation of public sector bodies, and is due to increase further with the development of a new prison.
West Lothian experiences one of the lowest levels of self-employment in the country. As the area’s economic well-being is increasingly dependent on the success of home grown businesses, the council has developed a range of initiatives to try and address this through the West Lothian Strategic Action Plan. It is seeing some positive results in increasing self-employment, for example working with Scottish Enterprise Edinburgh and Lothians it has seen a considerable increase in the number of business start ups assisted through the business start up programme. In 2003/04 there were 336 business starts assisted, an increase of 17% over the previous year. Council figures show that fifteen years ago only 36 new businesses were assisted.
The council is also improving links between the economic development service and education. Through its ‘Succeeding Together’ initiative the service has a specific business advisor linked to each cluster of schools to support young enterprise and give business advice. 
The council is also working to integrate economic and environmental sustainability. It has an Environmental Business Advisor who is working with over 30 companies on waste and energy related issues that have generated over £1m in sustainable savings. This is supported by the development of good practice guides and an award scheme. Other initiatives include; economic development funding being used in conjunction with landfill tax credits to fund a Business Environment Project for waste minimisation and having an environmental task force that generates placements or jobs for New Deal participants.
Given the changing economic circumstances of the area and the reduction in central government and European funds available to support economic development, the council is undertaking a fundamental review of the service. This will be chaired by the principal of West Lothian College who will provide external challenge. 

Part 4: What needs to improve?
West Lothian Council is clearly focused on continuous improvement and this is embedded in its management processes. Its organisational culture supports constructive challenge with a focus on improving users’ experience of services. Where the need for improvement is identified the council acts effectively.
Developing an improvement culture
Continuous improvement in public services and local governance lie at the heart of Best Value and Community Planning. Local authorities must develop an improvement culture across all service areas. Elected members and officers must focus on key policy objectives and the needs of service users and communities, and be driven by a desire to achieve the highest possible standards in service delivery. This requires a culture where areas in need of improvement are identified and openly discussed and in which service performance is constructively challenged.
West Lothian Council is open to new ways of doing things and is creative and innovative in its approach to delivering user focused services. It has embedded review and challenge into its management processes. Through the West Lothian Assessment Model it has a systematic approach to identifying areas for improvement, and it drives these forward through improvement plans for individual services.  It also has clear strategies for organisational development to ensure that its staff are able to respond flexibly to a changing environment and new ways of delivering services. 
Members need to engage more actively and systematically with their responsibility to scrutinise service performance. The council has the capacity to do this and needs to ensure that its member development strategy addresses this. Improved performance reporting will assist members in their scrutiny function.
The council is committed to continuously improving its services. It needs to demonstrate more effectively how this has resulted in better services for users by systematically measuring performance improvement.  It has ambitious plans for a comprehensive performance management system and in developing this should incorporate key performance indicators that measure cost and service quality. It should progress its development of a procurement policy to ensure that procurement is supporting effective service delivery and providing value for money.
The council’s improvement plan demonstrates its awareness of the areas it needs to improve, and it is finalising a detailed action plan to address these.  Its progress on implementing the action plan will be monitored by the local external auditor over the next three years.
West Lothian Council’s improvement agenda
	Continue to develop a comprehensive performance management system including the West Lothian Assessment Model, the Initiatives System and Key Performance Indicators.

Establish and implement a development strategy for members to support them in effectively carrying out their scrutiny role.
Further develop public performance reporting in line with statutory guidance.
Identify further opportunities to realign services in relation to efficient government.
Under the modernising government agenda, explore further opportunities for service enhancements in relation to all areas of front line service delivery with priority given to the integration of activities, such as; customer relationship management, smart cards and e care.
Conduct a mid-point review of the Community Plan to identify future priorities.
Continue to develop the process for managing and reducing the business risk to the council.
Continue to develop its strategic approach to procurement, to ensure it supports effective service delivery and provides value for money.
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