Cabinet – 30th March 2009


     Agenda Item 11a

Extract from Overview and Scrutiny Committee  19th January 2009
65.
PROJECT MANAGEMENT STUDY

The Chairman advised the Committee that the main item of business was to conduct the next stage of the Committee’s investigation into the Council’s project management procedures as follows:-

(i) to scrutinise a live BDC project i.e. the Play Areas Refurbishment Project (witnesses attending: Paul Partridge, Head of Operations; Nick Day, Parks and Open Spaces Manager)

The Play Areas Refurbishment Project

Paul Partridge gave a brief opening statement, and advised the Committee that the project was part of the Council’s capital programme.  In recent years, the Council had  allocated an annual sum of £250,000 which was used to refurbish 6 play areas per year at a cost of approximately £45,000 per play area.  In addition, Witham Town Council had made a financial contribution to refurbishment of some of the play areas in Witham.  An annual audit of sites and equipment is carried out by the National Playing Fields Association and this helps prioritise which play areas should be included, but local needs will also be carefully assessed.

The Committee then proceeded to work through the Question Plan which had been previously circulated to the witnesses.

A summary is set out below.

Question 1 – Do you have a preferred approach or style to project managing the project?

Answer by Nick Day

We adopt an open minded approach to play area refurbishment schemes and are guided by the needs of the local community at all stages.

Question 2 – Can you briefly take the Committee through the key milestones set out in the Project Plan on page 6 and 7 of the Project Initiation Document (PID), and bring members up to date in terms of work carried out on site and budget profile?

Answer by Nick Day

The process commences with the Council sending out a questionnaire to all local residents living within a 400 metre radius of the existing play area, and asking whether they feel a play area is still required at the site and, if so, whether it is in the best location.  In the majority of cases, the response from residents to retain and refurbish the play area is positive.  The Questionnaire will also ask residents to indicate the age group that is likely to use the play area – toddler, junior or senior.  Once the age group is established, residents will be given a list of equipment and asked to indicate preferences, and whether they wish to attend a public meeting to consider and discuss the proposals further.

Completed questionnaires assist officers in compiling a design brief which will be sent to our approved suppliers.  The suppliers will then submit an appropriate design and these will be discussed at the public meeting, and votes taken to determine the preferred design.  Public meetings are advertised in the local press and notices put up in the locality – local members are invited.

An order is then placed with the supplier who submitted the preferred design, and there is a 4 to 6 week wait whilst the equipment is manufactured and work on site begins.  Installation takes 2 to 3 weeks depending on weather conditions.  

A ‘launch event’ will be held once the work is completed.

Question 3 – How are budgets controlled?

Answer by Nick Day

I attend a quarterly meeting of the Capital Programme Monitoring Group which includes a representative from the Finance Department, and the Group reviews progress on schemes and ensures that the relevant budget profiles are on track.

In the Operations Department, we also have a monthly Senior Managers Meeting with Paul Partridge, to review progress on schemes and budget spend.   

Supplementary Question by Cllr. J. Gyford

What is the response rate to the questionnaires that are sent out?   

Answer by Nick Day

The response rate is between 17% to 25%.

Supplementary Question by Cllr. R. Ramage

There was a great deal of contention concerning the Maltings Lane Play Area.  If the Council carries out public consultation, can you offer any explanation as to why in this particular case there was such a degree of opposition?

Answer by Nick Day

The play area at Maltings Lane was included as part of the developer’s planning application for the development of the site, and consequently the Operations Department was not consulted on either the size of the play area or its location.  The developer did, however, consult the Department as regards the equipment to be provided.

The public consultation that the Operations Department carries out is in respect of the refurbishment of existing play area sites that the Council owns.  
                                      _____________________________

In discussing this issue further, the Committee felt that the Operations Department should be consulted at an early stage in relation to play area proposals that are included in planning applications, so that it can comment as appropriate on the proposed location and size of the play area.

Accordingly, it is RECOMMENDED to Cabinet that the Operations Department should be consulted by the District Development Department at an early stage in relation to play areas that are included as part of planning applications and/or which are proposed to be included in Section106 agreements.
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