SUTTON PARTNERSHIP IMPROVEMENT PROGRAMME – A DAY AT THE TOP FOR CITIZENS ADVICE DIRECTOR
Later this month,  Sutton Borough Citizens Advice Bureaux has a young person running their organisation for the day under a national scheme to promote young people’s awareness of what is involved in running a charity.  The young person in question is anxious because their role coincides with a visit from the Director General of Personal Taxation from HM Customs and Revenue.  Following a day of shadowing Paul Martin, Chief Executive of Sutton Council as part of Sutton’s Partnership Improvement Programme, .Ann Kinahan, Director of Sutton Borough CAB service, now knows something of what that young person might be feeling. 

“Today I was privileged to pull up a chair next to Paul Martin for 8 hours and to witness for myself some of the business of LB Sutton and to discover some of the current issues exorcising our council’s chief executive.”
No doubt his day began a lot earlier but at 9 am Paul moved from his desk in the open plan office to the meeting room and the week kicked off formally with his department executive heads’ briefing meeting – a weekly look at key events from the previous seven days and a look forward to key issues for the following week.  Having reviewed issues as diverse as the final drafting of the Council’s plan to help residents and businesses through the recession, the chief policy officer’s voluntary work and preparations for Remembrance Sunday, Paul’s team went back to their desks. The scene was set for the week, everyone knew what everyone else was doing and they could get on with their work.
The next meeting, following directly on, was that of the Programme Board for the new LIFE Centre, an exciting community resource for local young people and schools in Kimpton.  The Board was meeting to check the costings and agree the timetable for the building work following the exciting news that £4m of funding had been secured from My Place for the project.
Individual meetings followed with a councillor and with the head of the Safer Sutton Partnership before a welcome sandwich lunch and a free ranging discussion about local policy issues over a cup of coffee.

I was allowed to pop out to the Post Office while Paul hurried back to his desk for a meeting with one of his directors and a booked telephone call to give a reference for a member of staff.
The regular meeting with the Council Leader and Deputy followed, cut short this week by the Leader needing to leave for a meeting in London to explore options for retrieving the Council’s £5.5m frozen in an account of an Icelandic Bank UK subsidiary.  The shortened meeting allowed time for an exchange of views between Paul and Ann on the best way to achieve effective communication within an organisation and for Ann to promote her own hopes for joined up advice services in Sutton.
The final meeting of the day was Paul’s monthly address, which forms part of the induction of the Council’s new employees.  Today there were something like 60 new recruits meeting for tea and to hear Paul set out the Council’s vision and values and for him to receive their feedback both on what was working well for them and what could be better organised.  As Paul said, employees, especially new ones, need both to understand where they fit into the organisation as a whole and that the head of that organisation is interested in them personally.
I was able to take a great deal from the day, both in terms of the time given to ensuring effective communication (the briefings with team members and with new employees, for example, as well as the comms team’s contribution to every meeting); clarification of how our two organisations might be able to work together more effectively to support the community through a difficult period; and above all some valuable lessons in how to be open, transparent and to receive all kinds of feedback positively.

We look forward to Paul making a return visit to the CAB service in the New Year.

Ann Kinahan
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